The saga of Fatima Bi's struggle against poverty

The move by the Indian government to reserve one-third of the membership of the Panchayat (village councils) has undoubtedly released the long-suppressed abilities and energies of many women in Indian villages. This is the profile of one such 'conservative, inexperienced and unlettered' woman who overcame the barriers of gender, caste and class to assume the leadership of the village of Kalva in the southern Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. 

By Mahi Pal

________________________________________________________________________
FATIMA BI, the Sarpanch (village head) of the Kalva Gram Panchayat (village council of Kalva) in Andhra Pradesh, received the United Nations Development Programme's Race Against Poverty Award for the Asia-Pacific Region from the United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan in New on 16 October. Before this recognition, she had also Best Sarpanch Award from the State Government for her illustrative work in advancing the panchayat she heads. She had also landed in political controversy by joining the AIADMK (a political party)

Fatima Bi is a product of the implementation of the Seventythird Amendment Act which enabled women numbering about 11 lakhs (1 lakh = 100,000) to function as members and chairpersons of Panchayats across the country. As she travelled from the Kalva Panchayat to New York, it is quite natural to wonder about her extraordinary qualities. There is definitely something new about her because she fought against the oppressive societal system, gender discrimination, caste rivalry and feudals. She also mobilised village women belonging to the weaker sections in her mission.

Hence it is necessary to know what kind of work she has performed as a chairperson of Panchayat, the methodology she adopted for mobilizing women, how she overcame the obstacles created by the existing socio-political system, and what she is planning for the socio-economic empowerment of women in the local areas.
Profile 

Fatima Bi is 33 years old. She has three children. She cannot read or write and is therefore designated as 'illiterate'. She was married at14. She was confined to within the four walls of her house till three years ago when she became a Sarpanch. She was scared when some village women approached her and requested her to contest the Panchayat Sarpanch's election. Finally, she was compelled to contest the election. The result: she won the election with a comfortable majority. 

This was possible due to the support of women belonging to the weaker sections and her family. Although on paper she became the Sarpanch of the Kalva Panchayat, the de facto 

Sarpanch was her husband, Syed Modin Basha, who is a small vendor. In other words, initially she was a rubber stamp in the hands of her husband. 
Turning point
Everything was going on as usual. Then one day the District Magistrate (DM) of Kurnool district carne to the Kalva Panchayat and wanted to meet the Sarpanch. Unknowingly, Fatima's husband said to the DM that he was the Sarpanch. The DM said: But Kalva's Sarpanch is Fatima Bi who is a woman. Hearing this, he rushed to the house and conveyed to Fatima the news that the DM had come to meet her. She shivered upon hearing this as she had never had a chance to speak to an outsider. But somehow she mustered the required courage and came out from within the four walls to say Salam Alaikum (peace be on you). 

Actually, the DM had come to invite her to a week-long training camp for the elected representatives scheduled to be held at the State capital. She was reluctant to attend it because, leave aside a city or the capital, she had not even gone outside her home alone. Somehow, though, she was convinced to attend the training camp. She handed over her children to her relative and proceeded for training. 

At the first session of the training camp itself, she lambasted the Block personnel (the Block is the administrative unit above the village level). These officials had not passed the papers to her. They had not even sanctioned money for village development projects. The officials were dazed to hear the roaring of Sarpanch Fatima Bi. The three-day orientation and capacity-building training had changed her completely and she amassed enough confidence not to be a mere rubber-stamp Sarpanch any more. This was the turning point of her life. 

Development activities undertaken 

After attending the training camp, she came back to Kalva and organised a meeting of working women. She formed a Proddu (village organisation). She inspired women to save a rupee a day under the thrift scheme called Proddu Lakshmi. Within a year, the savings of the thrift group ballooned from zero to Rs2 lakhs. 

Seeing this development, the UNDP also came forward and granted Rsl2 lakhs as an interest-free loan to the Proddu. Now the Proddu has numerous women committees of self-help groups with Rs20 lakhs at their disposal. 

With the help of the Proddu, women have started various gainful activities ranging from repairing borewells to stitching and embroidery. She has given patta (land deeds) to the landless, constructed metal roads and repaired and cleaned village ponds. Empowerment of women and overall development of the village are on her agenda. 

Some of the exemplary works performed by her are worth mentioning here. There was a tank adjoining the village temple. It was choked and had been lying useless for many years. Before it was rendered useless, it used to irrigate 500 acres of land around the village. The women who belonged to SC and Muslim communities decided to clean the tank under the leadership of their Sarpanch. The men folk taunted the women. 

Fatima said as a Sarpanch, she had to lead the cleaning operation but she was afraid of going in the water and also afraid of leeches. But there was no alternative except to go into the tank to challenge the menfolk. When she entered the stagnant slush water, lending a hand in digging and desilting, more than 100 women followed her, saying that when the Sarpanch herself was working, they should also help her. Within a week the tank was cleaned and now it is irrigating sugarcane, plantains and vegetables around the village settlement. 

There was a fish pond which used to be auctioned annually to the highest bidder. There was a person who had canvassed for Fatima in her Sarpanch election. He wanted the pond's lease in his name quietly as a sign of gratitude for his support and wanted to offer merely Rs10,000-20,000. Fatima said: 'No.' She took the decision to lease out the pond to the highest bidder publicly and she got it auctioned for Rs1 lakh annually. By this act, she has shown an example to today's politicians who will go to any length to 'help' those who support them in their elections. They should learn a lesson from her. 

Obstructions by menfolk 

It was not a bed of roses for Fatima in her effort to develop Kalva and its surrounding areas. There was resistance from the male community as they could never accept her as the chairperson of the Kalva Panchayat because it amounted to making a I00% inroad into the domain of menfolk, particularly the feudals of the village. She encountered great difficulties in trying to receive village records from the former Sarpanch. 
Efforts were also made by the Opposition to break the unity of poor women. Some women were cajoled into accepting more income-oriented work in another project. For this purpose, some women were taken to the Mandal Revenue Officer as well. But the women who belong to the Proddu read between the lines. Soon thereafter a meeting of women was organized and a declaration was signed by all women that no one would split the unity of the women's organisation. 

She asked Rs4 lakhs from the government to construct cemented link roads but she got only Rs2 lakhs. This was because her defamers approached the officials and argued that a metal road would be as good as a cemented one. Her argument was that a cemented road would last a long time whereas a metal road would be washed out in one rainy season. But she did not make it an issue for the sake of upholding peace and unity among the communities of the village. 

Facilities and amenities built 

At present Kalva has almost all the modern facilities and amenities. The Proddu appoints and pays salaries to teachers on its own. Amma vodi (Mother's Lap) nurseries are run by  the Proddu for the working women. This organization picks up kids from their homes. Child marriage is a thing of the past. Those women who had been victims of social injustice now have girl children. Fatima and her organisation's motto is: no more illiteracy and no more inaction. Women have been breaking barriers set up along the way. They are no more victims of religion and, more importantly, of male domination. 

Fatima wears a burka (veil) whenever she goes out side in accordance with the custom of her religion. But she knows that it is the mind which matters, not the burka which covers  the body of the woman. Fatima is now planning a hospital and a ring road around Kalva to connect it to the bus stand. 

This is the outcome of the Seventythird Amendment Act which guarantees not less than one-third reservation for women as members and chairpersons at all tiers of Panchayats. There would be a sizeable number of women like Fatima – conservative, inexperienced and unlettered – fighting against poverty, illiteracy and ignorance.  No doubt the Seventythird Amendment has released the suppressed energy of women. 

Conclusion 

The saga of Fatima Bi's struggle against all odds, against the forces which are responsible for marginalizing women from the womb itself, is remarkable and striking. The following conclusions and recommendations have emerged from Fatima Bi's fight against poverty and inequality: 

1.
The reservation for women guaranteed by the Seventythird Amendment has released their suppressed energy by way of enabling them to exploit their potential for the self-governance of the rural economy. This makes a strong case for reservation for women in the State Legislative Assemblies and Parliament. 

2.
Functional, financial and administrative autonomy should be guaranteed to the Panchayats. In other words, clear-cut demarcation of functions, adequate financial resources to perform developed functions and sufficient personnel to handle the assigned responsibilities should be operationalised. This is because the problems the elected representatives are facing are mostly related to the fact that the district and subdistrict  bureaucracy is not in the Panchayat's control. Why did Fatima not get the village records? Why did she not easily get earmarked money for development from the Block? The reason is that the bureaucracy considers itself superior to the Panchayats.  This makes a strong case for putting all district and subdistrict government personnel under the control of the Panchayats for their smooth functioning. 

3.
It was the orientation and capacity-building training which engendered confidence in Fatima Bi and after getting training in decentralised governance, development and planning, she went from strength to strength. Hence, imparting training to the elected representatives about their functions and powers is a must and no less important than awarding functional, financial and administrative autonomy to the Panchayats. 

4.
For the first time, women secured reservation in Panchayats. Most of them are inexperienced in governing the Panchayats. Hence, the support of non-governmental and voluntary organisations is also important to the elected women representatives to prepare and map out economic and social justice plans for village development. 
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