The Hunger Project (http://www.thp.org/)

Simon Knutsson and Elie Hassenfeld visited The Hunger Project in Udaipur, India on November 15-16, 2010. 
Initial conversation
GiveWell: Can you give a brief overview of the panchayat system: how it works and what it is responsible for? 

THP: In India, there are different states. Every state has districts. And districts are divided into blocks. Panchayat is under the state government. It's at the village level, the block level, and the district level. Each district has three levels of the panchayat. There's a minimum of 1/3 women at all levels, so there are actually more elected women than 1/3.

The panchayats acquire funds from the national government, state government, and another sum of money is the rural employment guarantee act. 5-7 villages with population of 3k-10k people make up a panchayat and get money. 

The main implementation of who's going to be employed and what work will take place is the decision of the third tier, the lowest level. The five-year plan is prepared by the lowest level first.

There are a lot of responsibilities that panchayat members have regarding the Rural Employment Guarantee Act:

· Need to give employment in 5k radius

· Need to make sure there's childcare available at the location

· Need to make sure there's clean drinking water available

· If they can't generate employment, there's an unemployment stipend.

There's huge awareness of the scheme in Rajasthan and people are accessing it well.

GiveWell: Some women who are elected aren't literate? They have very little knowledge of the system?
THP: This is the 4th cycle of panchayats. In Rajasthan, the literacy rate for women is 42%. Where THP works, it could be as low as 20%. It's a first-time experience for many women. The decision to participate in elections and to be part of the panchayat is often the choice of the family, not the women, and the family wants a stake in the panchayat. Having reached there, it's a huge challenge and there's pressure since you were elected and you live right there in the community – close to your constituents.  The elected women need handholding and capacity building.

GiveWell:  At what point do you get involved with a an elected woman representative or panchayat ?
THP: We don't have a field presence. We work with partner organizations that have a field presence. We have partnerships with organizations that work on similar issues – panchayats or women's rights. 

Our work begins after the election has taken place.  One challenge women face is that their mobility is restricted. Even being allowed to go out of the house and attend a meeting is a challenge because the head of the house – their father-in-law or husband – may not let them.
What we do:
· We help women once they get elected with our five-year cycle program.
· We also work to strengthen the panchayat system. We hold a meeting for the community, the people who have elected the village panchayat, so they can talk directly with the leaders and hold the leaders accountable. 
· We also work closely with the media. People think that women can't rule because they're illiterate or even just puppets of their husbands/family. Now, in the fourth cycle, we're seeing women who have led for years and have proven themselves. So, we engage with media with large outreach.
· We also do advocacy to state government, state election commission, national government to create enabling environment for women to work in panchayats.
We work in nine India states with 60 organizations. 
GiveWell: Why do you only work in nine states and not all?
THP: We try to prioritize our focus on areas with the greatest need. The states most in need are the ones that we try to serve, e.g., Bihar, Rajasthan. We have close relationship with all our local stakeholders so it helps to have a state office and establish our offices here.
Rajasthan is the state in which we've worked the longest in India. The specifics of the program are as follows:
· First interface with women representatives is a three-day workshop. The government just says to representatives, "Here's the budget. Here are the schemes. Here's what you need to know. Go to work." We start with explanation that any discrimination they've experienced is not their fault. We try to give them a civic understanding of how they're placed relative to the full government of India, where they are situated in the state and city government. 
· We talked about leadership and vision: What is individual leadership? What constitutes good leadership? What is the vision of what you want to build for the next five years? Where do you want to take your village at the end of the five years? Most people think about issues like infrastructure:  building roads, etc. Real development is softer issues like women's rights, education, so we bring these issues into the workshop. When you go out as an elected leader, know who can give you support.
· The last session we offers is an action plan, of what the woman should go and do over the next 3 months before we meet again. For instance, a woman will say "I'll attend all my meetings or address the problems of girls attending schools." This gives the elected women representatives an action plan.
After three-day workshop, we follow up with two-day residential workshop about 3-4 months later. We talk to them about what issues they've faced in last 3-4 months of being an elected representative. In the meantime, we're in touch with them and sometimes we go for village meetings, but this is a formal time to sit and brainstorm about all issues that they've faced. Then, we have a need-based workshop where women tell us they have.  The need-based workshop comes another several months later.
One common issue is the Rural Employment Guarantee Act where all households are guaranteed 100 days of employment. There's a 100 rupees/day guarantee. The panchayats are responsible for identifying work projects and allocating these funds. So we need to provide basic knowledge about how to deal with this act.
Or, there's the right to information act where someone demands information from the government. So, the elected women representatives need to learn how to deal with this.
The program needs to be adapted to each state. In Rajasthan, literacy is low, so that affects what we do. In the South, poverty is lower and education is higher, so there, workshops are different and targeted to a more literate group. Each state program has to adapt to context.
Our goals:
· The women should recognize herself as an elected leader. 
· The women should start to address issues of social justice: girl-child education, alcoholism, sex selective abortion. Women we work with start to address these issues in their panchayats.  Another thing we've done is create federations of women across locations so they can support each other and discuss issues.

GiveWell: How can women you work with address social justice issues?  
THP: They address issues of domestic violence. They might have a village council meeting where they raise the issue. They get the women together in their own village. If there's a woman who faces violence in their own house, she might go to her representative and say this is bad, and then the representative might go to the family and talk to them or try and use the law to help them. The representative may be able to help the women just because the representative is more powerful and people will listen to her.
One woman created a law that anyone caught drinking in the village is going to be fined 1000 rupees, and a 500 rupees reward for anyone who reports someone drinking. Now, there's very little drinking in those villages.
Checking the sex of the baby before it's born. This is an issue because of selective abortion. Women representatives can prevent checking. These are issues that can only be addressed at the local level, and you need women with power to do something about that.
More problems that arise in meetings that THP programs aim to alleviate
Unless women are supported the meetings become male-focused.  Normally, you'd see women in the back at meetings not doing anything. We say, "Give spots at the front for women to sit and let them talk."
The gram sabha meeting is the village council meeting that should happened 4 times per/ year but often don't happen that regularly. It's the core of the gram panchayat institution. The gram panchayat is the lowest level in the panchayat system.
Meetings can be considered valid once 1/10th of voting population of that panchayt is present, and all categories of all castes, tribes, and women have to be present in certain proportion. If that proportion isn't there, the meeting isn't valid.
In practice, the number of people who should be there aren't present. The president might take the thumbprint of people who didn't come and send fake signatures to block level. And this is something we try to address.
Every panchayat has one president. In Rajasthan, at least 50% of representatives must be women and at least 50% of panchayat presidents must be women. 
A panchayat has to have a minimum population of 3,000 in Rajasthan.
More on THP's other programs
We had a membership of 900 elected women representatives, and created a federation of women that meets every month or so. The federations have been very positive. For example, women are going together in groups to the offices. Demands are met more easily. They're more accepted. There's a lot of cross-learning that takes place. 
If there's a male colleague in the panchayat that's not behaving, these women go from place to place and help each other across panchayats.  In 2010 there were panchayat elections, and we saw these federations were taking an active role in getting women involved. 
More on the timeline of THP's involvement over the five-year election cycle

In year 4, we start planning for coming elections. It's a campaign we run at the state level Strengthening Women’s Empowerment through the Electoral Process Campaign (SWEEP campaign). The SWEEP campaign is very wide and focus is to ensure that women's participation in the election is high. Many organizations do pre-election campaigns.
Our SWEEP Campaign is exclusively focused on women's participation in the election: as booth operators, election observers. In Rajasthan, we were in 1071 of 9,189 gram panchayats where they did the SWEEP campaign. 
We did a trainer the trainers for each partner organization. We held two trainings of five days each. We had lots of materials: booklets, posters, songs, radio programs.

We had a poster to motivate youth to contest elections, a poster about who you can get in contact with to report election problems, a poster showing activities that women are involved in, to motivate them to come and contest elections.
There's a lot of antagonism from the men because the men are mad because they're losing out. The myth is that 50% of the seats are reserved for men, but that's not true since every seat is contested, so this poster shows that 50% are for both men and women. We show that panchayats are inclusive for every category – that 50% of seats are reserved for women and the other 50% are contested by both men and women. This poster created antagonism.

The central amendment is saying there should be 50% reservation across India. Rajasthan has already gone with it and some other states. Karnataka has made some excuses and has held elections recently with only 1/3 of seats reserved for women. 
GiveWell:  What role does THP play in promoting 50% reservation?

THP: In Bihar, we called the minister from the center to a meeting and demanded 50% reservation. We had the achievement of getting 50% reservation, but women had to face a large amount of violence because the 50% reservation caused anger. So, we learned from that occurrence.
This is happening in Karnataka as well. We have a large federation in Karnataka, and they have taken up the advocacy issue in that state. This went up to the last minute and they met the chief minister and he withdrew it.
In Rajasthan, in 2008, all three tiers of representatives prepared a memorandum for the government and demanded a 50% representative minimum. 
GiveWell: What role did THP play in this?
THP: We have brought them to a level where they can take their demands. It's them, not us. We held a convention and the governor came in. So, we're in a facilitative role and we try to give voice to the women. We don't lead initiatives on our own.
There's a law that any woman who has more than 2 children after April 1995 cannot contest panchayat elections. The law applies to both men and women, but a lot of men abandon their wives and claim a child is not theirs, so that they can run. This means that the worse impact is on women. 
This is a place where women don't have reproductive rights. The husband could demand his wife have another child to stop her from contesting elections. 
The ministers admit that they don't support the law but haven't repealed it yet.
The SWEEP Campaign raised issue of 50% reservation, and it raised a lot of issues. It was successful because women's visibility was very high. There were women who defeated men. 
GiveWell: Do you have data on women voting rates in the areas you worked in?
THP: We did compile some statistics, but weren't able to get it together. We have a general idea. In one district, 64% of women were elected. In another district, it was 54%. These are percentages of women who get elected. 
GiveWell: Is there a numerical goal for the percentage of women elected?
THP: It's not a quantitative thing that women should be there in > 50% representation. We want strong women leaders to emerge from campaign. We do say that women have the right to contest for unreserved seats and they should contest. 
GiveWell: How does reservation work?

THP: State election commission does lottery and those seats get reserved for women, tribes, castes.  It then rotates for the next time. Then, the 2nd term, it rotates again.  So in each election cycle, specific seats (and the races for those seats) are reserved for women.
For the president's seat, you have to be a resident of that panchayat. For the ward seats, you can stand for another seat also. You could live in Ward A and run for Ward B.
GiveWell: Does this mean that a man in Rajasthan couldn’t run for the same seat in consecutive elections,  because of the 50% reservation and rotating seatsa?

THP: If you're a man and you've been president, you can't contest in the next election because of the rotation. So, the men try to have the wife or daughter contest and contest election through them. [GiveWell note: on day 2 of our visit, we went to a village where the gram panchayat president was a woman who is married to the previous gram panchayat president.] We try to help mothers, daughters and wives to work independently.
THP provides instructions for how to fill out your forms to run since it's very complicated. These say that women can run for every seat; there are no "men's seats."
We made films for women on how to cast their vote, and a motivational film about 50% reservation. We composed songs that are on CDs for women. We also had a radio program and distributed it.
We also conduct 3-4 media workshops in a year. We conduct stakeholder meetings. One example is setting up a meeting between lower level EWRs (elected-women representatives) and state-level ministers for different tissues.
There are 3,059 EWRs total in the areas that THP serves.
There are 105,238 total representatives at the gram panchayat level in Rajasthan. The Total #number is not out yet from state commission. 55% or so are women. 
GiveWell: How do you choose which women to work with?

THP: We don't work in the field. We work with partner organizations. We try to select the areas most in need. We're primarily in south and west of the state since those are the most in need. The south is mostly tribal. The west is very poor on gender and poverty areas. And, there are a lot of women still under the veil. Literacy is low. Mobility is low. 
GiveWell: You said that you train the trainers for the workshops. Do you provide materials they use in the training?

THP: We look to build the skills of the trainers. To conduct a workshop you need skills. Our materials are guidelines but it's not a workbook. We do insist that all the sessions need to be conducted. The way they're conducted is up to the local partners, but you're free to conduct it in any way.
GiveWell: Is the material the partner organization teaches standard over India?
THP: We have materials in Hindi and English. When workshops happen, workshops are conducted differently in different states. Karanataka is different from Assam is different from Rajasthan. The core is the same. 
GiveWell: How do you know that the partner NGOs are doing the workshops well?
THP: This is our role as a state team. Technically, we fund organizations, but we don't work like a funding organization. We are there when workshops are being conducted. We are traveling around all the time to observe. That's our job. 
We do partner meetings 3-4 times per year. We have internal monitoring and evaluation systems where we know how many workshops are conducted, how many women are coming, who the trainers are (only ones that went through training the trainers can come). 
We have a system of monthly reports. When we have a partners meeting, the reports get circulated beforehand. So, everyone can learn from one another about what the others are doing. If one partner isn't doing well, they can read the report from another partner that's doing better.
GiveWell: Is that information you could share? I.e., what you found when you visited partner NGOs?
THP: We get monthly reports and we also get M&E reports that are numbers, i.e., we work with this many women. So, that's one of the ways in which we monitor. We've started recently an impact assessment – we keep doing these trainings, and how do you know it's working well and what it's resulting in. And, this process is just underway as we speak, and all the women who are coming in contact with us we administer a questionnaire right when we start and after they've been with us for a few months, we administer a second survey to see where they stand now, and that's something that is new for us and it's just started.
GiveWell: Can you explain the THP organizational chart?
THP: Our country director in India is based in Delhi, Rita Sarin. 
There are 2-3 people in each state office: 2 people on the program team; 1 person to handle accounts and administration. In Rajasthan, there are only 2 people.  Some program people in national office handling issues where we don't have a state team. 
There's a communications program associate [Attreyee whom we met with is a communications program associate] who reports to the Director of Operations. The M&E person reports to director of operations. D of O manages donors and media.
Director of Finance is in charge of budgets and accounts from all the states, and he's the contact person for finance reports. 
 7 to 8 program people in Delhi. There are 10-12 in state offices across the country. 
Kanika [whom we met with] is program officer based in Delhi overlooking Rajasthan and Assam. 
Virender [whom we met with] is in the state office in Rajasthan. Virender is the oldest member of the THP team; he's been here since 1997 and he's based in Jaipur. 
There's also a training team and it's a very specialized skill. The training team is based out of the national office and they conduct training for all states. 2 program officers who are part of the training team. We are looking for another person to join the team.
The program assistance/officer responsibilities are to focus on the following: how is the campaign going to run; designing the materials; network with all the stakeholders; visiting local meetings; planning for the next year; what does the program need next.
We're also starting a new program here. The United Nations Fund for Development of Women came to us and said we want to support something new for you to do. So, all state programs sat and said, "This is how we could use more resources in our work."In Rajasthan, we said we want to build coalitions of non-elected women to help support elected women. We say we need to engage with non-elected women so they are participants.
We work closely with state minister in capital in Jaipur, so we are close with ministers. Policies like the two-child norm they'd discuss with state minister.
THP participates as a trainer for the government's training for elected officials. They also participated in creating the materials. We've asked governments to do separate trainings for elected women and bring in some things from our trainings since government materials are highly technical.
Other policy issues we focus on:
· The need for a policy against sexual harassment against elected women, specifically. There's one that covers general women. But, it's hard to define workspace for an elected woman leader because she can work anywhere. So, it's hard to get justice. We have raised the issue that we need a separate policy for elected women leaders.
· Now in Rajasthan, EWRs are entitled to 3,000 rupees as wages. We worked for this.
· We want meetings to happen appropriately, at the right times. It's essential for properly functioning government.

· We emphasize that government should also do regular capacity building and not leave it as a one-time event in five years.

· Another issue we raised with the minister was the issue of gender based violence.

· Availability of voting booths. There's only one in each panchayat. So, for local government elections, there wasn't adequate availability of voting booths.
· Candidates are only allowed to campaign for 10-12 hrs before the election, and women can't campaign after dark since there's no mobility in the village, and men have to campaign for them.
There's a lot of money coming to Rajasthan since the central minister (in the national government)is from Rajasthan. Rajasthan is the laboratory of the panchayatti raj.  
GiveWell: Does THP support specific candidates?

THP: No. We support women in general, but nowhere does THP or any partner organization go out and say, "Vote for this woman or that woman." We only participate at the lowest level since there's no party affiliation there. But, there are alignments and some political parties have made it to the lowest level.
We've tried and make the federation non-party based.
GiveWell: Is this free or any fees for women?
THP: No fees. Some organizations pay women 100 rupees to attend the workshops. The women we work with don't have capacity to pay. But, some women are wage earners and need to give something up at home to attend. For federation, they are charged 20 rupees per women per year as a membership fee.
Another organization does mixed workshops and pays 100 rupees per day to participants to attend, but we don't pay them to attend. 
GiveWell: Are there women that don't attend because they can't miss work?
THP: In Rajasthan, we covered 82% and that's in high-need areas. But, they are making it to our workshops and continuously with us for five years. 
Overall, the first workshop is 3 days. It's a residential workshop so women stay for 3 days. Sometimes we let women go home at night if it's a big issue. Then there are two two-day workshops.  There are also federation meetings. Our partners go and help them for all five years. We try our best not to break any partnerships and engage with the same women all five years. 

GiveWell: Are there limits on numbers of women who can participate?

THP: This hasn't been an issue.
GiveWell: How do you confirm partners are doing a good job?
THP: There have been instances where we're not happy with what the program achieved. We don't break off partnerships easily since the process of selecting partners in very intensive for us. There's constant handholding and dialogue with the partner. The new partnerships we have done have all come after the elections. 
Identifying partners is a very big in-depth process: examining financials, who are the funders, board members, income tax returns, and if any papers are missing, we can't work with the partner. 

And, we are there in the field. In the SWEEP Campaign, we visited each of the 47 partner organizations in the field, and we talked with them. We've seen the level of the program at the field level. 
We know about organizations from being in the state for the past 20 years. We know what their expertise is, qualifications are.
GiveWell: What did you see you weren't happy about?
THP: Not enough follow-up in the field. Partners wouldn't go enough to meet with women in the field. During the campaign, there were instances where members of the partner organization themselves were contesting the election themselves. That can be dicey. 
For instance, one of the presidents we had engaged with for five years was re-contesting the elections against a staff member from the partner was contesting an election. We didn't want our campaign to be a particular woman's campaign. Those are clear non-negotiables for us.
We just recently did a systems and account check of all the partners we worked with to do a full audit of each. Having been in the state for so many years, we know key organizations that work on these issues. Some we've worked with for years. Others we check and some approach us directly.
GiveWell: Are EWRs full-time or do they also have other jobs?

THP: They aren’t allowed to hold other government jobs. The president earns 3,000 INR per month. Ward members have no monthly salary and get 100 INR when they go to a meeting. There are two meetings per month. EWRs that work on the side mainly work in agriculture and animal husbandry. Sometimes they also work in small scale industry work that can be done from the home such as embroidery or pottery. If they live in tribal areas, they may collect forest products to sell.
Our next stop was a convention for EWRs run by one of The Hunger Project's partner organizations. THP didn't fund or support this convention directly; we attended because it was for the women that THP's program supports.
We sat in a room with approximately 150-200 women. At the start, each went around and introduced themselves. Most of the women here were just elected in February 2010. THP works with about half the women here and those have attended THP's first training workshop. All the women at the convention were wearing beautiful, ornate saris.
Then, after the meeting started individual women came to the front and mention major issues they face:
· One EWR says that gas cylinders (used for cooking) are overpriced. She wants to talk about ways of solving this problem. The cylinders cost 350 rupees but are being sold for 400. The supplier is making money in the transaction. 
· One EWR says that she's facing harassment from the president. Her Ffamily faces abuse. The president wants her to resign so he can put up his candidate and control her. He filed a false case against her. He's mean when she speaks up in meetings. 
· One EWR wants widows in her panchayat to get linked with the government widow scheme. She wants to help them do the application.
· Another EWR says that mostly everything is ok but she can't get the widow pension/old age pension/handicapped pension to work. Her paperwork isn't going through and she needs help. Each panchayat selects the beneficiaries of each scheme. Each ward member takes the application to the panchayat and the panchayat sends it to the authorities.
· One EWR says she's facing threats that husband will be beaten up and thrown by the roadside. Women in crowd say don't be scared, we're with you. "Even when running in election I was under pressure and now there are threats." Then the whole convention did a responsive chant, "You march ahead. Don't be afraid. We are all with you."

· One EWR says that in her ward, they had a successful gram sabah meeting

· One EWR who was trained by THP says that she introduced a tax in her panchayat so that it could raise its own revenues. It's money for the panchayat to use for its own reasons. 

· One EWR says that they make a celebration when a girl is born in the village to encourage more gender equality.
· One EWR mentions sex-selective abortion. THP tells me that even in villages, there are machines where they can tell the sex of the child. In Rajasthan, sometimes ratio is 700 women per 1000 men. Sometimes girls are killed. This issue comes up a lot since they're the ones that can stop it since they're living in the panchayat.
· One says that the previous president was a man. In the next election, his seat was reserved for a tribal woman so the man couldn’t run. The man then made his wife run for him but his wife lost the election to the EWR. So the EWR's husband got beaten up and the EWR wasn’t allowed to got to panchayat meetings.

· One had a problem with previous panchayat secretary. [Secretaries keep written records for the panchayat, and are often men and the only ones who can read/write.] We got together and replaced the secretary and now we don’t have problems.

· One woman brings up alcoholism. One thing they have always looked at is to ban alcohol. A man drinks and beats his wife, so it's both a financial and domestic violence crisis. The ban of alcohol is if alcoholism is high in the area, otherwise can bring up in the gram sabah so all know that the person is committing domestic violence so has to be shamed.
· One woman says in her panchayat meetings don't take place when they should

· A woman says she tries to get a resolution passed and puts it forward but no action is taken.

· One woman says she can do things but people won't let her do anything because she's a low caste woman.

· Some people in the panchayat try to influence the decisions based on party politics.

· One woman says that she sends applications to other people but they don't get passed. She's always last on the priority list.

· Sometimes women aren't given information on when meetings are being held. 

· One woman says her panchayat's secretary wouldn't help her. 

The organization running the convention hands out literature to the women president. 
The full group broke out into smaller sessions of ~20 women in each. We had the chance to ask them questions.
GiveWell: Why did you decide to participate in the elections?

Women:

· Help development of village. I used to help in my own way. They nominated me so I could help officially. I didn’t spend any money on campaign.

· Two more women said they ran because their neighbors nominate them

GiveWell: How do your family members react now when you are elected?

Women: Our family members are very happy for us. Life takes new turn it takes time for family to come to terms with it. Until they come to terms with, support is limited. It is difficult sometimes to balance family and work in the panchayat. Sometimes I don’t have time to eat in a whole day because of panchayat and family duties.

GiveWell: What is a new thing you have learned about panchayat since you became EWR?

Women: This position has much more authority than we knew before. We’ve grown and gotten a lot of confidence. 

After this group meeting, we went into another room and spoke with the heads of two THP's partner organizations.
ASTHA is the longest THP partner in Rajastan, since 2002.

GiveWell: What is most important part of training?

ASTHA: Let me first give you some background about Astha. Astha was established in 1996. Our motto is that poor people have knowledge and can change themselves. We’re working with the rural poor to empower, organize, and create awareness. We are creating peoples’ organizations in Rajasthan. Issues we focus on are:

· Livelihoods

· Women

· Tribes

· Local governance

· Budget

· Land, water, and forest rights

Now we strengthen these organizations. How to lead in the panchayat. The main question is that society isn’t accepting their leadership. If you think “I’m a woman. I can’t do work,” then a man will come and do your work. We do society analysis:

· What are the problems. 

· What are the panchayat's responsibilities

· What are constitutional rights

· How will panchayats provide rights

We give information on issues such as food security. 

GiveWell: What do you think about microfinance?
ASTHA: Microfinance is not a strengthening collectivde force. We like the Naan Foundation and Iptida. But, most of the big banks like ICCC are in it for the profits, not to help people.

Thrift and credit societies are useful in the villages because men and women can deposit their own money and can withdraw small amounts for education or child's health, or a buffalo or goat, or papaya nursery. This type of small loan they can take from it. This is good and it will eliminate moneylenders.

Another idea is taking money from finance agencies and providing money to the people. That type of work we don't support.  We don't endorse it because those NGOs are only middlemen and it's a commercial venture. They borrow at 6% interest and make money charging 12% interest. We don't support that.

So many microfinance businesses are hurting people since their interest is to make money; they're not interested in building capacity. They don't reach the poorest of the poor because it's a business proposition.

People can't take big loans and produce big cloths because they can't compete in the market. Eventually, they can't repay and sell their land too. This idea is a pipedream.

The interest rates from banks are so high – 25% a month – and people are taking a loan to payback. We see a lot of families in my area in trouble because of microfinance.

GiveWell: What are the problems you see and how can you solve the problems? 

ASTHA: The problem solving is not in our hand. We can analyze the problem and say, "What is the root cause of problem?" We think women/society can solve their own problem. We can explain what the law is, what the responsibilies are, and who is breaking the rule. If they understand it, they'll try to solve it.
On November 16, we visited Jatan, a THP-partner organization implementing THP training for EWRs. First, we went to Jatan's office and spoke with their staff. Then, we went to a meeting run by Jatan.
Meeting with Jatan's Executive Director at his office
· Jatan started with youth issues in Rajasthan in 2001. Its core issues are reproductive health, youth governance, panchayats, women empowerment, livelihoods, HIV/AIDS.
· Jatan works in the Railmagra block. 113,238 people live in that block. 99 villages. 158 ward members. Jatan works with every EWR in Railmagra.
· An issue Jatan faces is that it is difficult to bring women from their homes.  Family places restrictions on women's participation on things outside the home. There's a lot of negotiation with families and households and convincing before the families agree to let the women come out for 3-day residential workshops and participate in the program. The first time is a little difficult to get women out, but once you start engaging them they stat coming, especially the upper caste families are the most difficult and the most controlling of their women members. Their participation is very controlled.
· Village secretaries are literate. These are government-appointed positions who are there to assist with the work of the EWRs: taking minutes, writing applications. Because a lot of members aren't literate, secretaries do the writing and assist, and they have a lot of power.
GiveWell: What are the ways that village secretaries don't cooperate with EWRs?

Jatan: One example is at a meeting in the panchayat and a ward member proposes a something, but the village secretary doesn't write down the proposal.

The attitude of village secretary is difficult for women since the secretary says, "You don't know what to do. Let us guide you." So, they tell secretary to write something down and secretaries won't do it.

GiveWell: What's your advice to the women?

Jatan: One thing we emphasize is that there are lot of places where women have to sign, so we say, "Make sure someone from your family who can read and write. Make sure it's read out loud to you so you know what you're signing." Even in village council meetings, they just take your signatures and leave blank space and write whatever they want, so one thing to emphasize is don't sign unless you're told what you're signing on.

GiveWell: What about the problem of village secretaries just refusing to help?

Jatan: The secretary doesn’t have the right to refuse, so he might try to avoid, but if he keeps refusing, you go an report it to the person who is senior to the village secretary, the block officer.

A lot of women say it's too difficult to work with the secretary and they take action to get the secretary evicted.

GiveWell:  Are secretaries local or from somewhere else? 

THP: It's not necessary to be local. Anyone can apply and come from anywhere.

GiveWell: Is it effective to tell them to go to somewhere higher? 

Jatan: Transferring the secretary is not our focus since he'll just get transferred to another panchayat, and cause trouble there. Out goal is to get him to do that work. We try to work with him and have him learn his work.

GiveWell: Why would secretary refuse to write the proposal?

Jatan: Two reasons:
· They might need to take action on a proposal that doesn't get approved so it's a hassle for secretary to follow up. They get caught up in this process.

· Secretaries have alignment with people in the panchayat and they might want to help their friends

GiveWell: What are examples of proposals a secretary would refuse to write?

Jatan: Most obstruction is on construction: building on roads, buildings in panchyat, ICDS centers (health), Indira Awas Yojna (housing scheme of government where very poor families are given money to build homes.)  These are issues where secretaries give resistance.

In building and construction work, there's a lot of resistance. In one panchayat, there's a private pipeline from an individual who was making money from water going to his land for agriculture. Manju suggested to president of village that she impose a tax on the pipeline and divert some of the water and make a little shack so that there's a covered bathing space, particularly for woman, and the president in that panchayat is a women.

GiveWell: Are most of these cases where the secretaries are supposed to fill out a proposal/application and send to the central government?

Jatan: His work is to write out proposal and send to the block office who can sanction it for the block office.

GiveWell: With the building scheme, can anyone who meets the criteria get intravas?

Jatan: No. There's a limited quota. In a five year term, there can be 10 homes sanctioned. A panchayat is 3,000-5,000 (sometimes 8,000) people.

GiveWell: How many people would qualify for Indira Awas Yojna?

Jatan: Probably around 100 would qualify. 

GiveWell: How would president decide which of the 10 people to give the intravas to? 

Jatan: It's not decision of the president. It's the decision of the gram sabah in the village council meeting and collectively it's decided who is most deserving of the allocation.
GiveWell: Do you think most deserving families are getting the intravas?

Jatan: If you take an average out of 10, maybe 2 go to deserving people. People are scared to speak up against influential people in the gram sabah. Or they'll quickly just read out something and take signatures and say the gram sabah has decided.

In one panchayat, in the previous term, 1 Indira Awas Yojna house was sanctioned. The person who got it was very poor. But, the house was never built. On paper, it says he got the money and the house was constructed, but since it already said on paper that the money was utilized what could he do? 
Discussion with Manju, a staff-member at Jatan
GiveWell: How do you find out if women you're working with have problems?

Manju: I stay in contact with the women I work with. They all have my cell phone number. On the 22nd every month there is a meeting at the block level. We work with 11 panchayats.

GiveWell: How many Jatan staff are working on the EWR project?

Manju: 3 staff full-time, but all staff are aware so if someone of the 3 is away others can fill in.

GiveWell: How many EWRs does Jatan serve?

Manju: 159 in the block. 

GiveWell: What are the main problems women come to you with?

Manju: Most problems come from not being aware of rights, e.g. applications for government schemes. I help them learn about what they can do. Other major issues are girls' education and sex selective abortion.

GiveWell: What is your [Manju, the representative we spoke with from Jatan] background?

Manju: Education until through the 8th grade. My father was the president of his panchayat. I worked with ASTHA for 14 years
GiveWell: Have you ever thought of running for elected office?

Manju: I could. People like me, but my father-in-law opposed, and that’s why she hasn’t run for election. [In India, married women often move in with their husband's families and their father-in-law is the head of the household.]
GiveWell: What does your father-in-law think of your current work?

Manju: Initially, there was much resistance from the family. They didn’t want me to work at all. But since there was a need for money, I had to work. 
GiveWell: Is it different with elected office?

Manju: My father- in-law passed away recently, and I'm thinking of running in the next election.  This election was not a reserved seat so there were huge monetary amounts spent on campaigning. In the next election in 2015, when seat the will be reserved for a woman, I plan to run. 

GiveWell: How much is spent on campaign?

THP: The rule is that 5,000 INR can be spent. But we have seen 60-65 lakhs spent in campaign for president post at the panchyat.

GiveWell: Where do they get campaign money from?

THP: Influential family. Or they take loans. There are also cases where candidates won and they didn’t have to spend money on their campaign.

GiveWell: Do women ask you for help raising oney for their campaign?

Manju: That doesn't happen
GiveWell: What are some projects implemented through the National Rural Employment Guarentee Act (NREGA)?
Manju: Mainly on water: water pumps or storing water. Construction work is limited. 

GiveWell: What can panchayats do about domestic violence?
Manju: Panchayats have a mandate to work on social justice. One of the standing committees is on social justice. It is difficult to bring up such issues. People say there is no domestic violence. And if probed, they say maybe there it happens sometimes, maybe the woman provoked the man. It’s a hidden issue. Panchayats makes the issue known and so that people know that action will be taken if there is domestic violence. In India, women grow up thinking it is OK to be beaten by your husband. 

GiveWell: So what could the panchayats do practically?

Manju: The panchayati can

· Impose a fine

· Talk with the family
· Have public debate
· Take legal recourse

Key issues in panchayats are:
· Child education
· Domestic violence
· Sex selective abortion
· Dowry. This is when a girl’s family needs to pay a huge amount of money when the girl gets married. This is one reason why people do sex selective abortion and kill girl children. For example, a government employee or a bus driver may have to pay 1 lakh per wedding. A government employee may have a salary of 7,000 INR per month. If he has several daughters it becomes even more difficult. 

We then attended a meeting of women in a village.
GiveWell: What are the biggest issues you face?

Panchyat president: Easy access to water, sanitation facilities, and improved roads.

One woman described the domestic violence she faces.
Her husband and father-in-law beat her, threw her out of the house, and wouldn’t give her food. They locked the kitchen. She hasn’t eaten the last 3 days.  She has two children. The husband got married a second time with a girl from the village. The husband is not divorced but now has two wives, which is illegal. The husband and father-in-law say they will let her stay if she does all the housework which she says she does

She doesn’t want to go back to her parents. For a woman to go back to her parents after marriage is considered a burden on the parents and a dishonor for the woman.

This case is being looked into by the President of the Panchayat. She has spoken to the members of the family to immediately stop the abuse being faced by the woman at home. If the abuse still persists, the President says she will try and ensure that the woman receives her share of property and if she so desires, can separate.
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