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Introduction

India today stands on the threshold of a democratic revolution.

The landmark bill mandating 33 percent reservation for women in Parliament has been
passed by the Upper House, Rajya Sabha. It is expected to see the light of the day
soon after over a decade-long struggle and feet-dragging by political parties.

What does this mean for over a million women who have been elected to our
Panchayati Raj Institutions? Are we approaching a moment that promises to ignite a
million dreams for making it to the Sansad Bhawan, Parliament House, and shaping
destinies of the marginalised communities?

Our engagement with community women informs us that this achievement would be
just the first step towards effective participation. The struggle against patriarchy and
poverty will be a much harder and longer.

This narrative report and selected case studies are drawn from an inspiring
collaboration between ActionAid, its partner organisations and hundreds of community
actors through a project supported by the United Nations Democracy Fund (UNDEF).

Over a period of two years the intervention spread across four states — Bihar,
Karnataka, West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh — had a mandate to enhance women’s role
and participation in local governance.

ActionAid implemented this project through its partners, Prayas Gramin Vikas Samiti in
Bihar, Samarasa in Karnataka, Jagmoria Sevabrata in West Bengal, Parmarth Samaj
Sevi Sansthan in Uttar Pradesh.

The engagement, as the report captures, has not only offered new insights into the
social and patriarchal challenges that elected women representatives in the village
councils face, but has also translated into grounding of rights and entitlements for their
community.

The canvas of engagement for the women from these villages ranged from circle
meetings in the village — something unimaginable for many housewives in rural
households — to getting work for women under the National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme.

Women from some of the poorest parts of the country and most marginalised
communities have recorded inspiring success in creating political space at the
community and village level. They have done this in the face of challenges of traditional
stereotypes and patriarchy and have emerged as effective leaders by taking charge of
village councils.














































Impact of the project

This project has ably shown that empowering poor women can bring major systems
change in rural government functioning because:

There are a number of Govt schemes and benefits especially created for the
poorest which never get to them. When however this group becomes aware of and
demands these rights accountability and infrastructural changes follow. A corollary
to this is the fact that collective action on the smallest issue both empowers the
marginalized and can often deliver results quickly. eg. In the project areas greater
transparency in Govt. Schemes such as NREGA, PDS, has come into being as
women and men have begun airing their views and demanding their rights.

Cheap liquor shops have provided a flourishing business in most villages but within
the project areas many of these have been forced to close as women have
objected to them on the grounds that men get drunk, beat their wives and become a
public nuisance.

In the State of Karnataka, EWR came to know that all elected representatives are
entitled to Rs250, ( less than five dollars) a month, a fact kept to himself by the
Head of the Panchayat but was greatly appreciated when made available to all.
Another example is when women in West Bengal discovered that they were entitled
to a pension and began fighting for their rights.

the trigger has been greater awareness and self-confidence amongst women
EWR’s and REFLECT Circle members to take active part in the governance
process. Partnering with Action Aid which in turn has had a long association with
grassroots NGO'’s in the four States meant the impact of work/training has been
applied to a wide range of issues in their lives rather than remaining a concept. The
sustained interactions of the NGO’s to embolden and strengthen local women in
these areas and push forward ideas and activities, has been crucial. Without it, at
this early stage the same kind of impact could not have been possible.

There is therefore in the short span, a recognition within the communities of these
project areas that women can be good leaders/EWR, that they can bring better
governance to rural areas, both within the family and in the panchayat offices.







