CCFD VISIT

Date: 08.12.2008

Visitors: 

Mr. Anthuvan, the Director of CCFD

Mr. Xavier, the Programme Director of CCFD

Ms. Anne Sophie, the Programme Coordinator – Asia Desk, CCFD

Ms. Catherine, a Social Activist

Introduction of AREDS and Interaction with the Staff:
The visitors and the staff introduced each other in the meeting organised at the AREDS Training Centre – Aravanampet. Mr. Samy, the Director of AREDS made a presentation on AREDS with the help of PowerPoint projection. Then the visitors interacted with the staff:

Question from CCFD members: What kind of challenges – work wise, Organisational wise, ideologically and individually – do you face?

Answer from the staff: 
· The politicians are a challenge to us. As they are corrupt, they are always on our way. The government officials and the bureaucratic set up are also a challenge. The government officials dance to the tunes of politicians. They do not carry out their duty and fulfill the needs of people. The political parties that come to the power, deviating from the main course of work, introduce schemes of free distribution of land, TV, dhoti and saree, let the people craving free articles issued by the government and make them pauper. 

· Social discriminations and caste disparity are also challenges to our work. When we have to explore our activities in a village, we are forced to approach the economically well off and caste wise superior people in the villages, for getting our objectives done. 

· The conservative cultural practices and the superstitious beliefs are also challenges to us.

Q: While the society is torn apart by castes, creed and economic disparity, how do the elected dalit representatives function?

 A: 
· The elected dalit representatives, who are acquainted with AREDS, function well and fulfill the needs of the people. Though they are Dalits, they take decisions independently. Once, they had to rely on the upper caste people for making decisions and fulfilling the basic amenities. It is not the case today. Even if the vice president is a non-dalit, the dalit presidents are bold enough to take decisions on their own, due to the training and awareness given by AREDS. 

Mr. Samy: The Dalits are aware of their power, nowadays. However, it needed three elections for them to make themselves aware of their power. Before then, they had to stand before the upper caste people with folded hands, expecting their consents for implementing things. 

· If the president is a dali, the dalt people of the panchayat discuss the village problems freely and with a sense of ownership. It the president is a non-dalit or a proxy to the upper caste people, the people react differently. 

· The dalit presidents are being awarded for their exemplary functioning.  
· The Panchayat Raj paved - the local governance – paved way for the dalit people to become empowered in the three tire political system. Before the election for local bodies were legitimised, dalit people played the role of voters and expected the upper caste people to fulfill their demands. Today, the three-tire system ensures – at least - a minimum power to the Dalits. With power, they fulfill the basic amenities of their villages.  

· Many dalit leaders are emerging nowadays. What all we have to do is to train them and make them tenacious. 

Fr. Mathias: The consciousness of dalit, which was dormant for a long time, is mounting now. AREDS and SWATE shape up this consciousness consistently and help the Dalits emerge as potential leaders. 
Q: Are you for retrieving dalit rights or eradicating caste system?

A: 
· We are working, aiming at eradicating the caste system as such.

· Mr. Samy: Besides fighting against caste discrimination, AREDS has been fighting to eradicate gender discrimination and economic disparity. These disparities are prevalent even among upper caste communities. Therefore, AREDS has been fighting to eliminate all kind of discriminations.  

· If the Dalits’ status is enhanced economically, they would be treated equally by the upper caste people. We are helping the Dalits acquire two acres of land distributed by the government so that, they could be able to cultivate and come up economically. When they become economically sustainable, they can form alliance with the other caste people in election – which is an essential tool in decision-making. So, we are lobbying for the distribution of two acres of land to the Dalits. 

Ms. Christy: When the last assembly election was approaching, AREDS brought out a electoral manifesto, in which we demanded distribution of aurable land to the Dalits for their economic development. We emphasized on the land rights of Dalits. As a result, the present government is distributing lands to the Dalits. Now, we undertake a study on the status of the distribution of two acres of land in Karur district. 

Q: How do you help the Dalits acquire the two acres of land? Do you litigate?

A – Ms. Christy: DMK, which leads the present government, took it in to its agenda and now it is implementing it. But, this scheme is for the Dalits and the non-dalits. They are not issuing the lands as per the norms. They issue lands less than two acres.
Q: AREDS has involved in so many activities and different people’s movements. The interest of some movement may not match with the interest of others. Hence, there are chances for conflicts – conflicts among the staff or members of the movements. Conflicts between the field staff and the administration staff may arise.  How do you solve these conflicts?

A: 
· When our objective – liberation of Dalits – remains the same, there are no chances for conflicts. There may be different movements on different objectives. However, when there is a problem for Dalits, all the movements join hands together to address the issue. 
Mr. Samy: Today, Dalits have freed themselves from the bondage and came forward to question the suppression. It did not happen overnight. AREDS started its work with non-formal education and gave a lot more awareness to them. Initially, we struggled to achieve small things like installing street lamps, waterline etc. We educated women slowly and motivated them to become united. Even then, we were able to form SWATE only in 1991. So, development is a process, not a project. The conflicts and differences will vanish in the course of the process for development.  

Interaction with the Representatives of People’s Movements:

Question: How do you appreciate working with AREDS, in terms of dalit and women empowerment? What is your experiential learning?

SWATE members:

· We were ignorant of many things before we joined SWATE. SWATE instilled leadership qualities in us. My husband, who was a drunkard then, discouraged me and ridiculed our movement. However, seeing the activities of SWATE, he recognized our roles in social development. Working with AREDS is enriching. 

· If AREDS were not here, there would be no women’s movement in Karur district. 

· AREDS has been fighting for safeguarding the natural resources and it is fighting against illegal sand mining. The moers instigated their thugs to set the SWATE office on fire, in order to jeopardize the people’s movement against illegal sand mining. They tired an attempt to the life of Mr. Samy and Ms. Christy. However, they are relentlessly fighting for safeguarding the livelihood resources for the sake of poor people. They keep the fire of spirit unexhausted within us. 

· More than 600 people were arrested by the police for protesting against illegal sand mining. AREDS took care of bailing out all the activists arrested.  

DRALM:

· We belong to chakiliar (cobbler) community, the lowest strata of dalit categories. When we screened a film in our village, the upper caste people, being intolerant of screening a film by Dalits, attacked us and sabotaged our programme. Then we approached AREDS for help. Mr. Samy motivated us to become organised for fighting against caste oppression. Then we joined DRALM, the AREDS-initiated people’s movement, and filed case against the perpetrators on Abolition of atrocity against SC/ST Act and got them penalized. Today, we have secured permanent houses for our community people and there are elected representatives among us to panchayats. I am a elected panchayat president. 

KADALU:

· AREDS organised the workers in unorganised employments in Karur district and formed KADALU in 1999. It trained us on human rights and workers’ rights and today, KADALU is a part of national level forums. Recently, we held a demonstration, holding a begging bowl in our hands – in view of protesting the government move to bring the Labour welfare Board under the Revenue Department. 

Q: Despite different strata and castes in the Indian society, AREDS is successful in its endeavour. What is the key factor for this do you think?

A: 
· We, the staff, belong to different castes but, Mr. Samy has made us united irrespective of caste. 
· Through awareness and trainings, AREDS has enhanced the social and economic status of Dalits and women in Karur district. There are several AREDS-initiated movements with different interests but, they are with one objective. That is why, when there is violence on Dalits – Dalit women, all other movements joined hands together to address the issues. 

· Though we belong to different castes, we are all on the same economic stratum – we are all poor. Hence, there is uniformity of thinking and oneness in approach in carrying out the objectives of AREDS.

· Since AREDS has been fighting for retrieving the human rights, all the people join and make the movement successful. Besides, AREDS motivates people politically for politics is the essential tool in decision-making. Its thrust starts from water issue, handling familial problems, village issues and enters in to global issues. That is how, AREDS is successful. 

Mr. Samy: Initially, when we organised meetings for women, the members used to sleep on each others lap – irrespective castes. Such was the fellow feeling among them. In any of our programme, we never neglected Dalits, which is the most marginalized community in the society. This attitude is the key factor for the success of AREDS’ endeavours.

Q: What could be the challenge imminent do you think? What will be your expectations from AREDS to face that challenge?

A: 
· We fight for social justice but, the government does not pay heed to our voice. 33% of reservation for women remains a dream. Therefore, righteous people must deserve places in the decision-making process. So, there is a need for us to enter in to politics, as the next phase of our interventions. It is the challenge for us.

· All present political parties are corrupt and anti-people. Therefore, social service organisations should replace them.  

· AREDS has been functioning in Karur district and statewide through networking. CCFD should support AREDS in such a way that AREDS could act countrywide. 

Ms. Christy: A new initiative has arisen in India with a conglomeration of different movements and NGOs – People’s Political Forum. We, SWATE and Women’s Front, will be part of the forum without losing our identity. 

Ms. Backiyam: SWATE has been handling many cases of gender violence and domestic violence. It has been handling child abuse and sexual abuse cases. Therefore, both the victims and the witnesses approach SWATE for help. Unfortunately, SWATE does not have a separate house for sheltering them. Therefore, we appeal CCFD to support SWATE for installing a short stay home or the like in the future.

In the evening, the CCFD team witnessed the folk dances and the street theatre performed by the cultural team of AREDS, at SWATE community hall. The street theatre depicted  the status of women in Indian society and the domestic violence on women. 

