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Looking Back:

Women is universally recognized to be the originator of agriculture operations. Collection of seeds from the wild, its growing in the vicinity of  living place, the act of  grinding , cooking, and processing in different forms has been women’s  historical contribution to the civilization of mankind. 

Women whether belonging to tribal  and rural communities or the present day urban  set-up is largely regarded as ANNAPOORNA, the provider of  food to the family. Her work in farming operations, animal rearing , or the cooking and processing activities has always been  seen as a non- remunerative  job  while  man  was supposed to be  the bread-earner or external income generator for his family   through cultivating  his  farm,  working  in family- business or the artisanal -work , and /or working as wage-labourer somewhere else.  

The aesthetic  sense  and  creative nature of women, however, led her to initiate numerous  handicrafts  partly as pastime-activity  in order to beautify homes and interiors  and also to create need-based articles for her children/ grand-children and other family-members.     

The present economic crisis  of the society  has forced women to take up working away from  her home/ courtyard / farm  as  wage-labourers   or domestic servants .  Many communities which do not allow their women-folk to come out in  public  prefer  home-based crafts which fetches them some extra income.

Income Generating Activities in the past:

Along with community development program  numerous efforts   related to organization of women’s groups  and training them for certain productive jobs in rural areas  have been done from time to time.  Many different 

schemes under  numerous names of the  organized  women’s groups like mahila-mandals were organized  in the past.  Thousands of sewing machines, knitting devices, amber-charkhas  and tool-kits were distributed to beneficiaries. Productive training along with tools , however, did not help majority of these women  and the benefit of such efforts for several decades went almost unproductive and fruitless.

The three important observations  were made in most governmental programs:

1. No body bothered about  actual  outcome of the training and need to follow-up.  The money spent was equated to work done and each time  after training hands were washed off,

2. No  efforts were made to provide necessary credit to women either individually or in collective which could have ensured the productive activities,

3. Proper and sincere efforts to  market out the products   were almost neglected affecting the very interest  of women/ women-groups towards sustained production   process.

Present Efforts:

In recent past some efforts were started by Rashtriya Mahila Kosh  for helping women’s groups to encourage  their thrift and credit groups and provide low-interest  loans for productive or commercial activities. This in northern India helped the urban slum-dwellers more  than their rural counter-parts. Further availability of international funds and experiences gave a push to  self-help groups  ( SHG’s)- formation  amongst rural   women   and  necessary credit through normal banking outlets were also promised/ provided .

Culturally Indian society does not encourage taking loans because debt is considered  to be  worst kind of  receipt and  stands as  stumbling block towards liberation of the soul after death.  The debtor has to undergo rebirths as long as loans are not  paid up.

The efforts, however, of providing short-term loans  for productive purposes to women’s collectives are welcome. But the three observations mentioned  above should be  kept in mind and repetition of  previous  neglects should be consciously and fully  avoided .

Women’s Strengths: 

Our own experience of past two decades in working with women on their problems  has shown  us the strengths of women which is normally  absent in their men-folk. These are:

1. They are industrious, punctual, and disciplined;

2. They learn very fast  and are always ready towards modification;  

3. They love working in collective and help each other if needed;  

4. They are  careful and  thrifty  and save something for future; 

5. They are considerate for their family and care for everybody.    

Thus any income in their hands directly contributes to well-being of their family.  Being punctual they  prove economic  in their productive work and their ability to learn and remember  helps in maintaining the quality of the products they make.

All this renders the women an  asset in working. If properly trained and provided opportunity  they can prove better bread-earner than  male members of their family.  

Opportunity in Rural Areas:

There are not many rural crafts  and that too not everywhere  which could employ women / women’s groups  within a normal  village fully. After deforestation major economic activity of a village has turned out to be  related to agriculture and  animal husbandry only.  In areas where water is scarce as in Bundelkhand normal agriculture is un-economic  and with  its low output even animal rearing has become difficult.  

Diversification of agriculture is essential.  But that does not in any way mean chemicalization of agriculture.  With less available water of irrigation that is also an impossible choice.  Then what to do?

We have come to conclusion that  organic integrated farming  ( OIF) is only the alternative.  OIF  has potential  to  provide  employment to everybody. 

Organic Integrated Farming  ( OIF) :

All small or medium  sized farms  should be turned  as Organic Integrated Farms ( OIF’s). The farmer should plan  in such a comprehensive way that  he is able to produce enough food-grains for his family and create extra income by growing trees, fruit-and medicinal plants ,  herbs, spices and vegetables in a planned way  so that  rain-water , the available bio-mass, the earthworms and other microbes , the dung and agricultural residues are fruitfully  and optimally  utilized .  Tree plantation on the north- and south boundaries of each plot does not affect any other farmer  and if  all the farmers collectively plan and  individually work on their  farms, their  income can be multiplied  many times.  

Thus OIF should comprise of :

1. farming of food grains , 

2. horticulture  to provide  fruits, 

3. vegetable –and spices- farming,

4. Medicinal plants as well as herbal cultivation,

5. Tree-plantation to provide fibre, fertilizer and building –materials,

6. Processing  of food-grains, fruits, vegetables and herbs etc.

This could be associated with three related activities  which  complete the cycle of  rural economy . These are:

A).  Animal husbandry : rearing milk-giving cattles  and draught-animals,

B).  Productive utilisation of wastes  related to agriculture and animal   

       husbandry by way of bio-gas and  composts’ formation.

C). Organising marketing of the products  in nearby town/city bazaar or the urban/rural  consumers.

All the aforesaid activities  could be handled by    women’s self-help groups quite  successfully. 

Rural  entrepreneurship  is  more successful if  work is planned  collectively  because:

· Agricultural operations are largely labour-oriented ,seasonal and very sensitive to the climate.

· Production in bulk could easily be transferred to the market. The buyer  finds it easy to deal with a collective rather than individuals,

· Quality control could be better  ensured if work is done by the group rather than individually,

· Trainings and imparting technology- innovation is better with the groups,

· Bank-credit to the group could culturally be accepted rather than loan to individuals,

· Entire activities could be split in such way that each is handled by a group  while keeping the integrative character intact.

· The group savings  become  sizable and  can be of much help to any individual if  and as needed.

· Activities could be such that some of them are one village-based while some may need collective working at cluster level or  regional level.

SWA-SHAKTI  program is ideally  suited to revitalize  group- working in the village  which was lost because of disintegrating socio-political factors   during the past century. 

Once such on-looking  collective activities are  brought to motion in village,  the dividing factors like those of caste , creed, and politics will banish and economic and educational atmosphere will be recreated  in the village to ensure prosperity and its pivotal role in the governance of the society.
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