-

lV'

MWINWQ, AR w V

One person walking a thousand miles is an achievement, a thousand people taking just one-
step forward together is a revolution.

AREDS - a not-for-profit, non-governmental organisation, was founded in 1980. For 41 years
now, AREDS has been working for the development of Dalits, women, children and the rural
poor in Karur district in Tamil Nadu, India. AREDS strongly believes that education is the
prerequisite for any social transformation and will help the masses act irrespective of colour,
caste and creed. Hence, it started its service with non-formal education in Renganathapuram,
the very first place where AREDS set foot on, by involving the youth of the village.

AREDS' second priority is rural health as it is the basic step to the right to life. Health implies
the accessibility to potable water, nutritious food and a clean environment. And the third
agenda of AREDS is women's empowerment — because we believe that unless the

womankind is emancipated human development will remain incomplete.

We believe that empowerment is a process. Everyone who wants to or is a part of this
process, whether as a sponsor or a field worker, needs to understand and utilise their
influence, resources, energy and skill in a space that allows transparency, dialogue, exposure
and choice.

This is an alternative development; one that allows for simple and effective involvement. A
means to know the people you help and more importantly identify with them. Charity helps,
but involvement empowers. Understanding the need and being conscious instruments of
change is easier and more effective than we perceive it to be.

In order to make this a reality we need to commit as a collective force to comprehend the
meaning of true development, educate our societies and become partners in effecting a
positive change.

This effort would not have been possible without the commitment and support of many
friends, well-wishers and an international panel of partners who believe in the importance
and essentiality of this endeavour.
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AREDS and Education:

Non-Formal Education:

AREDS believes that education precedes empowerment. Therefore, non-formal education
became AREDS' very first agenda. Besides providing literacy to the unlettered people, it
imparted awareness on social issues to the villagers. Literacy combined with issue based
awareness education gave birth to a new socially conscious people empowered to fight for
their rights to livelihood and social recognition. The programme of non-formal education runs
for five years, until the village-level groups become capable of following up the process.

Play-way schoaol:

Children walk to school but run home. The general ambience in the schools, the commonplace
of corporal punishment, monotony in the learning process all leave the child, scared
uninterested and disinclined to learn. In rural areas, these factors cause massive attrition
among school going children, both because of the circumstances in the schools as well as the
ignorance of the parents. The gates of the AREDS Play-way School opened on the 4™ of June
2002 with the following objectives:
e To provide children with the opportunity to learn with qualified teachers within a
healthy and receptive infrastructure
e To bring education and learning close to nature and realities
e To help children, especially, to develop their individual potentials and talents
e To provide the children with a platform, where they can exhibit their potential, a fair
ground to gain competence and a loving environment to grow in
e To bring forth young who are confident of their individuality and empowered by their
unity

Tulir Thalir Students’ Movement (TTSM): (Movemnent for young students and adolescents)
In order to minimize the number of dropouts and the incidence of child labour in Karur district,

AREDS has formed Tulir Thalir Students’ Movement (TTSM). Programmes on street theatre
and cultural activities are being organised for school going adolescent boys and girls in order




to bring their latent talents to the surface. Awareness on social issues, need for education and

importance of preserving the environment are imparted to them. Children reflect what they
learn in their artworks, skits, street plays etc. Learning extra-curricular activities help the
adolescents perform well in their studies and this has been proved in their progress reports.
Above all, the adolescent students, viewing TTSM as a platform for exhibiting their talents
and views, go to school with enthusiasm and participate in all programmes organized by
AREDS.

The summer camp is the highlight of TTSM activities. These camps are organized to provide
the children with a space to acquire and tune hobbies, interests and dreams and the skills to
express and communicate the same. Summer camps organised by TTSM include cultural
programmes, spoken English classes, computer skills acquisition, and general knowledge
courses, playing and swimming. The summer camps motivate adolescent boys and girls to go
for higher studies after completing schooling. All the children sing, play, swim, eat and stay
together — irrespective of castes and religion for the duration of the camp. At present, there
are 406 student members in TTSM.

AREDS Children Theatre School (ACTS):

As long as the Dalit communities remain suppressed in this caste discriminated society, the
status of Dalit children will continue to remain indescribable and unstable. Access to
education, nutritious food and health are still constantly being fought for. These children are
nothing short of invisible both in school and in their societies. They lack space and opportunity
to express themselves, whatever latent skills and potentials they may possess.

Since its beginning in 2003, ACTS (AREDS Children’s Theatre School) has been working with
the idea that education should include society and positive identification. True education
includes nurturing positive identification and a healthy curiosity. Handicrafts, drawing,
folklore, street theatre techniques, games and the like are main features in the ACTS syllabus.
The ACTS campus has a swimming pool, dormitories, furniture, adequate number of toilets
and bathrooms, a kitchen and a dining hall. Weekend programmes and summer camps,
workshops for specific child demographics are undertaken in this campus with the help of
resource persons and experts in respective fields.
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Health:

The majority of the Indian population lives in rural areas with poor water and environmental

sanitation. Economic inequality, the lack of awareness on health and hygiene, the non-
availability of nutritious food and caste discrimination are the reasons prohibiting the rural
poor from accessing health. This leads to prolonged ailments, the outbreak of epidemics and
stunted mental and psychological growth among the poor. The prevalence of poor health in
children hinders them from acquiring knowledge effectively and playing sports skillfully.
Health is one of the major causes for rural children to dropout in the middle of their
educational process.

AREDS has structured its multi-pronged health policies and planned its programmes and
activities to meet the challenges of the times. The Triple H™ team created by AREDS has
evolved a programme of action involving emergency health service, Ante Natal Care,
immunization to children under five, promoting alternative health systems such as herbal
medicine, tackling learning disabilities in children aged 5-8 vyears, conducting health
awareness education programmes and health camps for the rural poor.

AREDS conducts periodical health camps for children and adolescents in remote villages with
poor access to medical care. The health team of AREDS also focuses on children with dyslexia.
Most of the children in villages are suffer from poor vision and other ophthalmic problems due
to vitamin deficiencies in their regular food and so Eye Camps are organised. Rubella vaccine
camps are also organised periodically for female children.

AREDS also supports the government’s vaccination and immunization programmes. AREDS
provides staff for assisting medical services and an ambulance for transportation.

Training programmes are organized every month for adolescent girls on personal and
menstrual hygiene. Trainings on pre-natal care to the pregnant women and post-natal care to
the mothers are also conducted regularly. The trained mothers, being more aware of the
nutritive and immune value of breast milk, breastfeed their infants and are more alert to
causes of infection and at recognizing symptoms and seeking medical attention when
needed.
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Women's Empowerment:

It is common knowledge that women are the ultimate victims of social oppression and
economic exploitation. From the time of its inception, AREDS has been fighting for the rights
of women. AREDS began by organizing women groups called Sangams and once the women
were offered a space where they could share and vent without obstacles they soon learnt
that they were not alone and that there was strength to be found in numbers. It even goes to
the extent that perpetrators are litigated and prosecuted. It believes in collective action of
women for their betterment, both economically and socially.

As the numbers grew and the need for a separate body to be identified as women initiated
structure grew ever stronger AREDS initiated the Society of Women in Action for Total
Empowerment (SWATE) in 1991. SWATE is a conglomeration of different sections of women
kind at the grassroots level. Today, it is a democratic body of rural women functions
independently under the supervision of the women members. SWATE runs a bank and a
savings and credit program in order to help the women involve in income generation activities
for their economic development. When the government schemes cease, the women
members can avail loans from their own institution — SWATE.

All women Self Help Groups (SHG) have been affiliated to SWATE for their sustainability. The
members have been involved in various income generation activities — goat rearing, rearing
milk animals, petty shops, preparing masala powder, candle making, incense sticks
production, vegetable vending...etc. One SHG that comprises Dalit women is operating a
canteen in the farmers’ market of Karur municipality.

Presently, there are 30,000 members in SWATE, who get economic benefits and are fighting
for their rights and supporting the process of Advocacy and Lobbying by AREDS.

Movement Against Poverty and Violence (MAPOVI):

Since poverty and violence are interlinked inextricably, SWATE has initiated a state level
movement — MAPQOVI - of women to fight against violence on women, sexual abuse and
trafficking and, on various social issues like dowry harassment, subjugation, child marriage
and female infanticide. Women movement Against Poverty and Violence in Tamil Nadu
(MAPOVI-TN) has 300,000 women members representing all the districts of Tamil Nadu.
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SWATE Industrial School:

Globalization has made education a commodity and has made it available in different levels

according to the economic strata in the Indian society. The more the standard of education,
the more it costs. Therefore, elitists get quality education and get good employment, while
the students from the poor economic backgrounds end up underemployed or resort to
physical labour. Another result is that the oppressed people are forced to live in ignorance,
subjugation, misery and communal violence.

Many adolescent dalit boys and girls, although with the motivation and potential to study
well, are unable to pursue their higher education because they cannot afford it and dropout to
become child labourers.

In order to help the rural youth who could not pursue their education due to economic
constraints to gain a better future SWATE runs an Industrial School at VVeerarakiyam. It offers
the following courses:

e Tailoring

e Fashion Designing

e Desk Top Publishing

e Embroidery and Needle Work
e Bookbinding

SWATE has a well-equipped infrastructure and training workshop. There are also facilities to
accommodate female candidates. The SWATE Industrial School is a government-recognised
institution and is therefore able to provide job opportunities and placements to the
candidates who pass the courses.

AREDS' People Organizations

Dalit Rights Awareness Liberation Movement (DRALM):

Dalit Rights Awareness Liberation Movement facilitates Dalits and other oppressed and
downtrodden sectors to organize and fight against caste oppression and discrimination.

A




Awareness among the public about the status of Dalits, particularly about the discrimination

against and the atrocities perpetrated against them is not very encouraging. Dalits need to be
liberated and empowered at socio, economic and political levels. The poor implementation of
the existing legislation’s service standards and mechanisms has not supported the cause of
the dalits. For Example: till today, several cases have been filed in Prevention of Atrocities on
SC-ST Act across the state and across India and only a few violators have been convicted and
punished and many such cases go unreported.

AREDS, having understood that the only means address this situation was through the
mobilization of strong resistance movements with Dalit leadership. AREDS therefore
facilitated dalit families to come together and form a strong movement called DRALM that
would motivate them to involve in collective action. It felt that a global effort is required to
eradicate this age- old practice of untouchability. Moreover, it is an extreme necessity to
create conscientisation among various sectors of the society to bring attitudinal change and
to seek their solidarity.

People Development Movement (PDM):

Rural youth are easy preys to cultural degeneration and obscene films and literature. They are
constantly exposed to and enticed by the vague and pompous slogans of political parties that
lead them astray. AREDS organizes the youth to work collectively to find solutions to the
common issues that block their basic rights in the society in particular to the problems faced
by the youth themselves. They are encouraged to form themselves into sangams and have
regular meetings to discuss and discover ways and means to develop their village.

These youth sangams were federated and strengthened into a movement called PDM
(Peoples Development Movement). PDM helps the young men and woman become more
knowledgeable on social process and guides them in the right direction. Trainings on
concepts, leadership, issue-based actions, Panchayat Raj, Govt,, schemes etc motivate the
youth to take up leadership and to get involved in serving their community. Social
consciousness of youth helps in building solidarity, focus on issues affecting their rights, take
collective leadership and collective action to fight for their rights.




Besides organizing the youth, PDM runs a savings and credit programme for their income

generation activities. Today, there are 65 groups and 672 members in total under PDM.
Karur District All Labourers’ Union (KADALU).

The unorganized labourers of Tamil Nadu suffer lack of job and income security and other
gross instabilities that are constant threats to their lives and livelihoods. The state
government of Tamil Nadu recently announced that the unorganized workers department will
no longer exist under the labour Welfare Board but under the revenue department. Everyone
is aware that the revenue department is a corrupt body and one has to bribe even to get a
community certificate from the Village Administrative Officer or Revenue Inspector/ Thasildar
(Block level Revenue Officer). If it is handed over to the revenue department, as per the
Government Order of the state, the unorganized workers will undergo further persecution.

AREDS has organized these workers, who have been involved in irregular employment and
who remain unorganized, of Karur district under Karur District All Labourers' Union (KADALU).
KADALU, being a part of Unorganised Workers' Federation of Tamil Nadu, is fighting for the
revocation of the Labour Code 2020.

NAPM is a national level network headed by Ms. Metha Patkar. AREDS is a member — fighting
for the right to livelihood resources for the people displaced due to the construction of big
dams, urbanization and Special Economic Zone. KADALU, together with NAPM, raises its voice
for the rights of unorganised workers at the national level.

Forum for Protection of Water and Livelihood Resources (FPWLR):

Renganathapuram-Kattalai, the birthplace of AREDS is located on the bank of the river
Cauvery. Since 1990, this place is infamous for illegal sand mining and one can witness
hundreds of trucks plying on the road that leads to this village from Karur-Trichy main roads.
Over the years, illegal sand mining in the area has caused the banks to erode faster, constant
flooding of the land causing enormous life and property damage, receding of water levels in
irrigation wells, change in the course of the river and dangerous deepening of the riverbed.
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AREDS launched the struggle against illegal sand mining along with the people. In 2003,
AREDS formed the Forum for Protection of Water and Livelihood Resources (FPWLR). This
forum consists of representatives from small farmers associations, People Development
Movement, Karur District All Labourers’ Union, Dalit Rights Awareness Liberation Movement,
Viduthalai Chiruthaigal, Communist Party of India and Communist Party of India (Marxist).

This forum presents a strong and knowledgeable opposition to illegal sand mining - a body
that is capable of challenging the private sand contractors and the government with studies,
proof and the strength of an organized people.

Campaign, Advocacy and Lobbying:

Campaign for Enrolment in School:

To be reiterative, AREDS strongly believes that education not only precedes but also,
accelerates social transformation. Therefore, it undertakes annual campaigns for mass
enrolment of children in schools. It undertakes cultural marches in order to sensitize the
people on the importance of education. This is resulting in the steady increase in the number
of parents enrolling their children in school in villages. AREDS' field staff closely monitor the
enrollment process and take personal initiative to minimize the number of dropouts.

Dalit Land Rights Campaign:

Dalit Land Rights Campaign demands the government the allocation of 5 acres of dry land/ 3
acres of wet land to landless Dalit people. It insists on registering the title deed of the land in
the name of woman member of the family in order to assure the right of women over

resources.
Campaign against environmental Pollution:
The untreated effluents of dying units in Karur and Thirupur are being drained in to the

Amaravathi and Noyval rivers, which flow through Karur district and join river Cauvery, which
in turn supplies water to the delta districts. The unmindful draining of effluents in to the




rivers has irreversibly polluted the water. Besides polluting the water, the chemicals have

degraded the quality of the soil causing immense damage to the agriculture in the area; there
is a sharp decline in the growth of crops and the volume of agricultural produce. The farmers
are facing loss and many small and marginal farmers have been forced to give up cultivation
entirely.

AREDS and the Forum for Protection of Water and Livelihood Resources (FPWLR) are
campaigning against environmental pollution in an effort to sensitize the government in to
checking the draining of effluents by implementing environmental laws effectively.

Advocacy and Lobbying:

Against lllegal Sand Mining:

AREDS and the FPWLR in Karur District together held a press-meet in the month of May
2008 against the notification of Tamil Nadu government allowing private contractors to
quarry sand.

For Prolongation of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme:

As agricultural continues to decline due to water scarcity and increasing costs of agricultural
input, the majority of the national population viz. agricultural labourers do not get
employment for almost six months in a year nowadays - hence, the implementation of the
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme NREGS. The objective of NREGS is to ensure
employment opportunities for the rural poor who are dependent on agriculture for their
livelihood for at least 100 days in a year.

In consequence and subsequence of study conducted by AREDS in two Panchayats in Karur
District where the scheme was active, AREDS organized a Consultation on NREGS with the
elected representatives of local bodies in Karur. At the call of AREDS, panchayat presidents
and ward members — about 26 members — participated, discussed the pros and cons of the
scheme, and shared their experiences with each other. At the end, they passed a number of




resolutions and recommendations in favour of continuation of the Scheme and put forth their

demands and recommendations to the Tamil Nadu government.

For Decentralisation of Power:

The 73rd and 74th amendments made in the Indian constitution in 1992 were focused on the
decentralisation of power that would aid rural development. But these amendments have
been long forgotten; Indian villages are degrading with dwindling agricultural practices,
destruction of natural resources and over-exploitation of ground water resources and
increasing unemployment problems. Indiscriminately in all gram sabha meetings - except a
few - resolutions, minutes, plan of action and budgetary reports including the agendas were
prepared by the government officials beforehand. This is contrary to the objective of local
governance and a bureaucratic way of forcing the government’s agenda, which is irrelevant to
the needs and wants of the villagers - of the people.

Although the NREGS is capable of effectively addressing these concerns, the Panchayat
Presidents feel powerless, constrained and functionless under this scheme. This became
evident in the newspaper interviews given by the members of the Federation of Panchayat
Presidents in Karur District (FPPKD).

AREDS made an appraisal on Gram Sabha, which was held on the 1st of May 2008 in Karur
district. The studies made on gram sabha in Karur district could be considered as pragmatic
evidence on the status of gram sabha and the stakeholders in Tamil Nadu.

For social protection of unorganized workers:

In India, social security measures are ensured only the workers belonging to organized sector
and the government employees. On the contrary, the workers of unorganized sector are not
provided with social security measures. However, the government has been implementing
several social security schemes in order to help the unorganized workers financially. What all
the unorganized workers have to do is to get memberships by enrolling their names with the
LWB (Labour Welfare Board) and periodically renew the membership.
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Many of the workers have not enrolled their names with the LWB because of lack of
awareness on the schemes and of possessing valid documents and certificates from the
government authorities. Therefore, AREDS has been taking up a programme for ensuring
social protection to the unorganized workers. Accordingly, it has been facilitating the
unorganized workers to enroll their names with Labour Welfare Board.

Support Services and Government Collaborations

AREDS' Support Services:
Sinking of Drinking Water Wells:

Except the bank of the Amaravathi and Cauvery rivers, Karur district is for the most part
drought prone. Most land is rocky and it naturally prevents the percolation of rainwater in to
the ground. It eventually decreases the water storing capacity of the ground. Due to this, the
villages suffer from constant drinking water scarcity. AREDS, in order to address this issue,
sank 150 wells for fetching drinking water to the people.

Housing Scheme for Dalits:

Poor economic status, landlessness and inaccessibility to livelihood resources leave Dalits in
unstable thatched roof houses with mud walls. This exposes them to the brunt of many
natural disasters like floods and sometime to man made disasters like arson. Damp wall and
floors mean children and the aged, in particular, are vulnerable to disease and physical
inconveniences. In a continuing effort to address this situation AREDS along with Dalit
families has so far built 828 permanent houses for dalit people, which help provide security
and dignity to this oppressed section of society.

Practical Alternatives:

Model Farm — Conversion of Barren Land into an Orchard:

AREDS facilitated four of its staff to procure 100 acres of land, which was considered as
waste land by the farmers of that locality, in Veeriyappalayam village of Karur district.

e e—



Subsequently, it got the soil of the land tested by the agricultural department. It also sought

the guidance of agricultural experts, geologists and horticulturists and also of the government
financial institutions. All those agencies came forward to make a study on the productivity of
the land. The study recommended cultivation of certain fruit trees on the land. Then, AREDS
engaged a professional horticulturist and through him it got saplings of chikoo and goose
berry planted on 60 acres of land. This project is known as “Conversion of barren land into an
orchard.’

Agricultural officers made a topographical study on our land and helped us find out the low-
lying areas on the land for sinking farm ponds, harvesting the rain water. In this way, we have
sunk three farm ponds and we store rain water in them. The geologists located the points
where there was high ground water table. Accordingly, we have sunken four bore wells and
two dug wells. The water in the farm ponds recharge the ground water table perennially and
make the bore wells pump out water all through the years.

With the financial assistance rendered by the Indian Overseas Bank, we have successfully laid
drip irrigation system on the entire farm. With drip irrigation mechanism, we are capable of
managing water scarcity in this drought prone area. However, with the start of our project,
power cut also was impending over the state. With unpredictable power supply, it was very
difficult for us to water the saplings. Prudently, we resorted to organic farming methods and
we strew organic manure. Strewing of organic manure sped up the growth of saplings with
the little water supply. During rainy seasons, we sowed horse gram as intercrop on the field.
Also, we reared sheep during these days, as the season makes the field into a green pasture
with all kinds of grass.

Presently, installing solar power generating system or windmill is under consideration. A
feasibility study has already been done in this regard. Since it is very expensive, it is taking its
own time. Once it is realized, it would be a model to all local bodies and they would replicate
the model in their respective areas.
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Socio-Political impact of this model farm:

e Besides proving that any kind land could be used for cultivating certain kind of crops or
trees, it motivates farmers to keep their land with themselves and restart farming
activities. In this manner, it brings land grabbing drive to a halt.

e |t is a successful and replicable organic farming practice. When this farming
methodology is followed by most of the farmers in the state, the sale of chemical
fertilizers will be reduced considerably. Hence, this is the right way to oppose the
multinational agro-chemical companies.

e Organic farming practice motivates farmers to rear livestock. In this manner, it regains
the traditional life style which was and is economic and environmental friendly.

e Food grains and vegetable that we buy from market nowadays contain certain
percentage of toxins, as they have been cultivated with the help of chemical fertilizers
and pesticides. As a result, there is a cry from health conscious people for organic
agricultural produce. So, those farmers who follow organic farming methods can join
together and open an outlet in the nearest town for their organic produce. It, on the
one hand, help the farmers generate income and on the other, it ensures toxin free
food to consumers.

Farmer Producer Company:

AREDS has facilitated the farmers to form Farmer Producer Company (FPC) one in each of
four blocks of Karur district: Karur, Kulithalai, Krishnarayapuram and Kadavur. As the
culmination of a series of agriculture related works for several years, formation of FPC was
possible and they have been registered legally under Companies Act.

Self-Help Groups (SNGs): Initially, AREDS was promoting self-help groups (SHG). Self-Help
Groupis a small voluntary association of poor people, preferably from the same socio-
economic background. It could be a homogeneous group of poor, women. Women join
together into SHGs for the purpose of solving their common problems and petty economic
needs through self-help and mutual help. The SHG promotes small  savings
among its members and the members could avail loans through internal lending. The SHGs
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are linked with bank through savings bank account. SHGs play a crucial role in improving the
savings and credit and also in reducing poverty and social inequalities.

Joint Liability Groups (JLGs): At a point of time, with an aim to provide institutional loans to
small farmers NABARD (National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development) came up with
the concept of Joint Liability Groups (JLG). SHG is primarily a saving oriented groups in which
borrowing power is determined based on it's saving. However, JLG is a credit oriented group
which is primarily formed to avail loan from the bank or formal financial institutions. Joint
Liability Group (JLG) is alending model that enables a group of individuals (usually five) to
take loans, without any collateral, for income generating activity by forming a group, wherein
group members guarantee each others' loans.

With the intention of developing the entrepreneurship skill of the community members,
AREDS formed JLG with the SHG members who aspire to involve in income generation
ventures.

Farmers' Clubs: Then, NABARD came forward with a broad objective of setting up Farmers'
Clubs for the overall agricultural development in an area by facilitating the farmers with credit
counseling, technology counseling and market counseling. AREDS formed seven farmers’
clubs in Krishnarayapuram of Karur district and was promoting organic farming methods
among the members.

In view of promoting organic farming, AREDS has initiated seven Farmers’ Clubs in
Krishnarayapuram Block of Karur district and has been imparting training to the members on
organic farming methods. There are 83 members in all these clubs. Among them, 25 woman
farmers have determined to involve in organic farming. In addition, five more farmers have
determined to involve in the production of organic manure and pest repellents. These
members have already undergone training on organic farming methods and the preparatory
methods of organic manures. AREDS emphasized on the importance of cultivating millets
primarily for the domestic needs and on nurturing a kitchen garden at every household.

Farmers' clubs: Farmers do not have a fair price for their agricultural produce and actually,
they do not fix the price. It is the middlemen who fix the price and make huge money without




toiling and work on the land. Further, most of the farmers sell their raw produce and get small

or marginal profit. Again, they buy value added products, which have been made out of the
raw produce that the farmers had sold already, on high price from the market. If the farmers

are joined together and put value addition to their produce and sell them directly in the
market, they will get good profit.

Hence, the primary objective of Farmer Producer Company is to organize farmers into a
collective for improving their bargaining power in the market. FPC is owned and governed by
the stakeholder farmers or artisans and administered by professional executives. FPC can be
formed by any 10 or more primary producers or by two or mare producer institutions or by a
collective of both.

Already, the farmers, being inspired by the model farm of AREDS, had joined Farmer Interest
Groups in four blocks: Karur, Kulithalai, Kadavur and Krishnarayapuram. Presently, we have
joined these groups into four Farmer Producer Companies.

1. Sengathir Ulavan Agri Producer Company, Suriyanur

2. Karur Navathaniyangal Agri Producer Company

3. Karur Sheep and Goat Promoters' Producer Company
4. Krishnarayapuram Gramiya Uravugal Producer Comany

AREDS with the Government:

AREDS, as a grassroots NGO in Karur district together with the government is involved in
various activities for the all round development of Karur district. The staff of AREDS and the
members of SWATE play a key role in the following committees formed by the Karur district
administration.

e (auveri River Protection Committee

e Committee for the protection of women against violence

e \Women Development Corporation Committee

e School Dropouts Education Committee

e Unorganized Labor Welfare Monitoring Committee
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e District Planning Committee
e District Tuberculosis control Committee

The district administration convenes the committee meetings based on need.

Training Programmes:

As a support service organisation AREDS conducts trainings for other NGOs, Government
Officials, University Students, Self Help Groups, social activists and researchers on topics
including  Micro Entrepreneurship Management, various Developmental Initiatives,
Personality Development and Capacity Building, Budget Analyses, Decentralisation of Power,
Rights of Unorganised Labourers, Right to Information, etc.

Training to SHG Members:

Expanding the existing income generation activities or switching over to new income
generation ventures is essential for SHG members. Though SHG members have expertise in
micro entrepreneurial management, they are in need of capacity building due to their
economic and social circumstances and they have to be trained on new income generation
activities as well.

Training to the representatives of Panchayat Raj Institutions:

The study made on Gram Sabha (Village Assembly) by AREDS insists on organizing regular
trainings for the elected women and men representatives on Panchayat Raj, the Gram Sabha
and the roles and responsibilities of the elected representatives and leadership qualities.

In panchayats where non-dalits are a majority, exercising one's roles and responsibilities by
dalit representatives - even if one is a president - seems practically impossible. Therefore,
enhancing the quality of training is necessary to motivate the elected Dalit (women)
representatives to breakthrough their hurdles and limitations.




Male domination is common and it is often reflected in the functioning of panchayats. The

husbands or the male members of the family of the elected women representatives acting as
proxy representatives in panchayat proceedings and Gram Sabha (local assembly) are
therefore accepted.

As the local governance is dominated by male panchayat members, the interests of women
and children are being neglected. As a result, health and sanitation in rural areas remain poor
and epidemics are rampant in all seasons.

In order not to let the Gram Sabha remain puppets in the hands of government officials and
the panchayat presidents in the future, preserve the natural resources and empower women
to make decisions at grassroots level, AREDS conducts periodic trainings and refresher
courses elected (especially women) representatives in particular.

Training on Legal Awareness:

Generally, women are the most suppressed section of Dalit population in India and Karur
district is not an exception to it. In order to equip women and adolescent girls with knowledge
on women's rights and provide legal awareness AREDS provides trainings and legal aid with
the help of lawyers who fight for women'’s emancipation.

Training to the government officials:

In accordance with the state government programme, the staff of AREDS underwent Training
of Trainers on gender sensitization. The objective of the training is to make the police
personnel more women friendly in dealing cases. With the expertise, the trained staff gave
and are giving Training on Gender Sensitisation to the police officials in Karur district.

Besides, at the call of government officials, AREDS has been giving training on personality
development and capacity building to them. Witnessing the growth in their capacity —
because of AREDS training - the officials call for training programmes, as they need them.
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SHIELD Project:

Violence on women and children is rampant in every country in the world and it assumes
different forms — physical, verbal, sexual, psychological, social and economical. One in three
women, at least, undergoes any one or a few of the above said forms of violence at some
paint of time in their life. Socially speaking, India is a patriarchal country and women are

perceived as substitutes to men. All religious dogmas portray women inferior to men.
Violence against women and children is a serious social issue in India. Though violence is a
threat to every human being, women and children remain more vulnerable to victimization
just because they lack appropriate means of protection.

The studies and statistics on violence against children equally focus on the stark reality on the
poor state of care and protection to the children. Print media and visual media convey news
on child marriage, child sexual abuse, trafficking, child labour and the like every day. In some
societies, child marriage, which is a gross violence on children, is deemed socially acceptable
and thereby it contributes further against the safety of children.

In order to tackle the issue and check violence on women and children, the Indian government
has been adopting legal provisions. It has enacted many laws that prohibit child marriage,
child labour, child sexual abuse, domestic violence, human trafficking and the like. However,
the poor enforcement of those laws impedes them to produce the expected impacts and
results. For example, engaging child labourers in hazardous professions, such as firework
factories and matches industries, is legally banned. However, thousands of young workers
have been employed in those professions illegally by the employers.

Sexual violence against women and girl children is increasing day-by-day. Failure to bring the
rapists to justice and failure to punish them severely is a major hurdle to check such crimes.
Child marriage is legally banned but many of the people are unaware of that and get their
daughters married at their tender age. In some communities, child marriage is socially
acceptable because of the poor educational, economic and cultural background. Following this
kind of traditional practices also perpetuates violence on girl children.




Honour killing is a typical crime prevailing in some parts of Indian Territory. Girls from

backward communities falling in love with boys from scheduled castes and marrying them is
considered as a disgrace to their family status by the parents and the relatives of the girls. In
some cases, the parents and the relatives together kill the grooms brutally. In extreme cases,
they kill their daughters even. With the growing religious and caste fanaticism, honour killing,
which is a dreadful violence against young women, is also increasing.

Violence against women and children can be prevented if the common people, civil society
organizations and the government together take collective and systematic efforts to respond
to violence. This is how SHIELD Project, comprising Indian police and two non-governmental
organizations /M (international Justice Mission) and AREDS (Association of Rural Education
and Development Service), has come into operation to put an end to violence on women and
children in Tamil Nadu. This is a pilot programme which is operational only in five districts —
Trichy, Karur, Ariyalur, Perampalur and Pudukkottai — for six months.

After the end of six-month project period, a study on the number of occurrences of violence
against women and children and on the types of complaints police receive will be done.
Accordingly, trainings and awareness programmes will be organised in the needy localities in
these five districts. We are for sure that SHIELD will shield women and children from violence
and sexual onslaught.

Ongoing AREDS' activities of SHIELD project:

AREDS have been conducting orientation programmes among villagers, farmers’ groups and
the elected representatives of panchayats on SHIELD and awareness programmes on the
importance of ensuring protection to women and children. Posters bearing the toll-free
telephone number to contact in case of emergency have been pasted at pacnhayat offices,
government offices and at important junctions where people gather usually. As a result,
public have become aware of the telephone number 181 for complaining violence on women
and 1098 for care and protection of children in need.
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Centre for Exposure:

AREDS, with all its 28 years in the field is a centre for exposure to SHG members, other NGOs

and students. The sharing of experience with leaders of AREDS-movements serves as an

inspiration and a learning experience to visitors.

International students and researches also come to AREDS to do internship training, studies
on Dalit Reality, research on the local governance and women's empowerment. By interacting
with the villagers and through field visits they became experientially aware of:

e The plight of Dalit communities — social discrimination and deprivation of livelihood
resources based on caste

e The functioning of local bodies

e How women presidents of Panchayats take leadership and govern the local bodies

e Theindispensable need of lands and land rights to the Dalit people

e People’s confidence in movements for just

Documentation and Publications:

Documenting the current events will serve as references and resource material for future
generations. AREDS therefore views Documentation as one of its essential activities.

Besides collecting and compiling information AREDS also undertakes studies on social,
economical, political and developmental issues. Some of the studies made in the pastinclude:

e labourersin the Textile sector — IKEA study

e (Child Marriage Practices among Thottianayakar Community

e FEducational System in Schools

e Study on Liguor Policy in Tamilnadu

e Study on Government Programmes

e Study on Impact of Globalization on Women Livelihood in Tamilnadu




Present Studies include:

Study on National Rural Employment Guarantee Act/Scheme
Appraisal on Gram Sabha

lllegal Sand Mining

Interlinking of inland rivers in Tamil Nadu

Study on the plight of unorganized workers during lockdown
Study on the status of vaccination in Karur district

Some of our publications:
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Impact of Globalization on Women Livelihood in Tamilnadu
Farmers Conference — A Souvenir

National Rural Employment Guarantee Bill — 2005

Foreign Contribution Management and Control Bill

Racism and Casteism — A Parallel Durban Conference

Bimonthly Newsletter on Panchayat Raj Act, Policies and Scheme




