BREAKING THE SILENCE


Mohanlal from Village Mohammadapur has walked umpteen number of times since 1999 towards Block, Tehsil and District offices to know details of expenditure of funds coming for his village’s development. But now armed with the Right to Information Act, 2005, and the fact that he is part of a larger group of people spread over 30 village panchayats who are demanding similar accountability from their panchayats gives a different and confident gait to his walk. He is active volunteer of movement spearheaded by Asha Ashram in Hardoi District for people’s right to know, question, examine the way money is spent and decide their development priorities.


Shatrughan and Jitendra do not have much in common except that they belong to the same village. One is a poor backward caste person and the other a middle class Brahmin. But now united in their struggle for land rights the caste barrier of generations are steadily coming down.


Mukesh is the youngest Village Pradhan in Varanasi District but may be the only one representing values of justice, equality and secularism, having been in the thick of the movement against exploitation of ground water by Coca Cola. He is determined to implement the food for work scheme in his village. 


Saraswati and Ramdai though belong to different places, are mothers demanding justice for their daughters who faced violence. In Muradabad District Prem Kumar led demonstrations against the ration shop owner in his village Fatehpur Nimri at the Tehsil thrice and even countered the local MLA. The owner was finally suspended in July 2005.


The names do not matter anymore as more and more people join their hands to raise voice to realize the dream of Gram Swarajya or Village Self-Rule, once cherished by Gandhi ji.

Beginning

December 2002 – Munnalal Shukla from Bharawan, Hardoi District sits on a dharna protesting against mismanagement, apathy and corruption at the local Primary Health-care Centre. Asha Ashram extended support. Deputy Chief Medical Officer came for dialogue. After 5 hours he promised to end corruption and mismanagement in writing resulting in improved functioning of the PHC from next day.

Gain – People realized they have right to question even government authorities.

Milestones

20th December, 2002 – Munnalal Shukla demands details of income-expenditure of developments funds for the Gram Panchayat of Bharawan from the Village Development Officer. The demand was made under Uttar Pradesh Panchayati Raj Act, Amendment, 1999, which allows any citizen access to Panchayat records by paying a fee of Rs. 5. The Village Development Officer refuses to accept the application. The same application is given to Block Development Officer and the District Magistrate. There is no response from these two officials.

11th January, 2003 – For the first time since Independence Bharawan Block, located 60 km from the District Headquarter, witnesses a indefinite sit-in by over a hundred villagers. The local MLA moves a resolution in a meeting of Village Pradhans chaired by the DM and attended by a Minister of the UP Government to put the people demanding details of accounts in jail and gets it passed unanimously.

The sit-in continued for 11 days. The BDO offered a sheet of paper showing income of Gram Panchayat. The sheet it returned by the people saying that they wanted expenditure details too. 

22nd January, 2003 – A silent rally with black cloth tied around mouth and a placard hanging from neck saying ‘People want details of accounts of their money’ taken out at District Headquarter. DM invites people for dialogue and promises to furnish the accounts in 10 days.

When the accounts were received they opened up a Pandora’s box. Rs. 15,196 were shown to be spent on making a 180 meters brick between the houses of two neighbours Shyam Nath Mishra and Chunni Pasi.  An enquiry into the works was demanded by the people.

Enquiry was ordered. Embezzlement of Rs. 2,84,311 was discovered. DM ordered the removal of Pradhan.

The Pradhan goes to court and is reinstated.

Gains – For the first time people from this area exercised their right to know and raise question about money which is meant for their development.

Gram Panchayat Sikroriha – Case of a rubber stamp Pradhan

There was a Dalit Pradhan but he was just being used as a rubber stamp by his landlord, a Brahmin, whose terror used to rule the village. Some villagers demanded enquiry into his works.

Small financial embezzlement was discovered but the DM took action against the Pradhan.

However, because of political interference by a Minister in the UP Government, the DM had to withdraw his action.

A Janata Jaanch (public scrutiny) conducted in this Village on 14th July, 2004 revealed an embezzlement of Rs. 1,69,102. At least three roads costing over a lakh of Rupees built in earlier terms were being shown to have been built during the current plan term. The method of Janata Jaanch was used for the first time in this village to challenge the corrupt system when the people lost faith in executive and judiciary.

Gains – The situation was delicate as the real Pradhan was actually poor, dalit and victimized but Asha Ashram was successful in bringing in focus the real culprit.

The school teacher who was deducting Rs. 50 from the scholarship of backward caste students was removed after a campaign by Asha Ashram volunteers.

Gram Panchayat Purva Maan – Fake Aaganwadi center

The husband of the Aaganwadi center in this village showed the records after great difficulty and refused to let us meet the center incharge. Parents of some of the children whose names were mentioned on the Aaganwadi records claimed that they did not send their children here. The center existed only on paper.

Janata Jaanch conducted on 3rd August, 2004, revealed a bungling of Rs. 67, 974 in panchayat accounts.

Gains – Aanganwadi coordinator was suspended and some people received their ration cards which were till now with the ration shop owner. Entries were shown in previous months and food grains were siphoned off.

Gram Panchayat Godwa Khem – Official enquiry covers up

Again there was a case of an influential Brahmin controlling the Panchayat through a Dalit Pradhan.

Janata Jaanch conducted on 30th July, 2004, revealed a corruption of Rs. 92,800.

Gains – By this time the administration was feeling the pressure of people’s movement. After doing a secret enquiry they decided to come out in the open to consult people.

Gram Panchayat Itaunja Shivpuria – Raid recovers food grains 

In a Janata Jaanch conducted on 4th September, 2004, a corruption worth Rs. 20,024 was discovered in Gram Panchayat accounts for one year that were made available.

On the complaint of Asha Ashram the police raided the village and recovered 80 sacks of food grains belonging to PDS system which were sold to a private person by the ration shop owner.

Gains – People realized that they could check siphoning off of PDS food grains by timely action. The DM accepted the enquiry done by Asha Ashram and took action against the Pradhan.

Gram Panchayat Mohammadapur – All records obtained

Because of relentless efforts of an illiterate villager Mohanlal all Panchayat records, including BPL lists, bills, muster rolls were obtained.

Janata Jaanch conducted on 28th August, 2004. 

BPL list included a journalist and a college staff. Muster roll was fabricated. A labourer Rajkumar was shown to have worked for 63 days and Rs. 3,654 were shown to have been paid to him. In reality he worked for a day and a half at the work site and for the remaining 5 days at the local MLA’s house and was not paid anything at all. 

Gains – Mohanlal’s perseverance paid in the end. An example how even an illiterate person, if sufficiently determined, can exercise his right to information.

Struggle for land rights

107 Dalit families in Village Jajupur were given land rights quite some time back but were prevented from taking control of their lands. Powerful upper caste landlords cultivated on their land. The struggle supported by Asha Ashram restored land to about half the families.

In Jamunipur the Asha volunteer Baijnath got hold of the fabricated Panchayat proceedings which awarded land to four undeserving families by accepting bribes. The signatures and thumb impression of members of the Panchayat were fake. The DM ordered an enquiry and a case of fraud has been registered against the Gram Pradhan and the Lekhpal on 26th September, 2005.

Majhgaon – watershed in our movement 

The upper caste powerful landlord family influenced the land consolidation (chakbandi) exercise to get bigger and fertile plots for themselves and their people taking it away from poor dalit families. Majority of the villagers were up in arms against the consolidation. A backwards caste person Shatrughan committed self-immolation but was saved due to timely treatment at Medical College in Lucknow. 10 more people threatened to do similar immolation. The administration sought Asha Ashram’s intervention. 

DM was brought face to face with the people in the village. Convinced that the consolidation was done with mala fide intention, he ordered its cancellation restoring the original land to people.

This is being considered a major achievement of the people’s movement in Hardoi District. 

Struggle for right to food

Corruption in PDS system is beign exposed. In two blocks Bharawan and Sandila it is estimated to be Rs. 2,58,47,000. Several ration shops have been suspended and cards have been restored. Only slight improvement in functioning.

Gender Justice

15 cases of rape, molestation, dowry deaths and gender violence from Mohankheda, Rampur Atwa, Kowaria Khatauni, Bangalpur, Pipri Narayanpur, Barauli, Bharawan, Natpurwa, Katka Katki, Birpur from Hardoi district were taken up by the Ashram activists. In most cases matters have reached the court and accused are arrested.

3 cases from the neighbouring district Sitapur and 4 from Lucknow were also taken up. Follow up action are being taken.

Our Strategies

Mobilization and Empowerment of people whose lives are affected.

Awareness campaign and training programmes related to people’s rights, laws, government policies, schemes.

A powerful tool of ‘Janata Jaanch’ introduced involving people, questioning authorities.

Direct action to reclaim money taken as bribe by officials.

Systematic use of RTI, food for work scheme, etc.

Constant dialogue and confrontation whenever required with District and State authorities.

Focus on dalits, women and poor.

Networking with other movements working on similar issues to get pro-people policies, laws made and raise issues at State and National level.

Impact

People raising voice, prioritizing development needs, asking questions, demanding accountability.

The movement has become self-perpetuating where people from many villages have joined hands to make it into a people’s movement.

Slowly but steadily things are improving. Schemes, funds meant for people are reaching the needy.

Vested interests, political powerful section and repressive ruling class were forced to take notice of the people’s voice.

Government administration, after initial apathy, forced to take action and is now cooperating realizing that the movement is in effect strengthening democracy at the grassroots.

Poor people are standing up for their rights moving in the direction of realizing their of a just, peaceful, secular and democratic society.

Hurdles

Lack of governance.

Hostile and apathetic State.

Powerful vested interests.

Failure of judiciary to penalize the corrupt, loophole in laws.

Fatalistic and enslaving attitude of people built over generations in what still remains a largely feudal society.

Lack of human and financial resources with the movement.

THE ROAD IS LONG AND FRAUGHT WITH DANGERS. JUSTICE MAY TAKE AGES AND DREAM MAY NOT BE REALIZED IN THIS LIFETIME. THE PROCESS OF WALKING TOGETHER, SPEAKING THE TRUTH, STANDING UP FOR ONES LIFE IS ITSELF REWARDING AND FULFILLING. SENSE OF ORGANIZATION AND COMRADESHIP GIVES STRENGTH TO PEOPLE.

