LEGAL AID AND HUMAN RIGHTS CENTRE

Legal Aid and Human Rights Centre (LAHRC) was established under the auspices of Navsarjan Trust which works for all people irrespective of caste, creed, religion, region or language.

VISION AND MISSION

LAHRC aims at the creation and consolidation of a just and humane society, where every person has a space to live with self-dignity and self-confidence. It upholds the spirit of love, peace, fraternity and resource-sharing. It is for social environment where the principles of justice, liberty, and equality are honoured in practice, enabling various groups and communities to lead constructive and harmonious lives. LAHRC desires to promote positive and non-combative interface between the civil society and the environment, and protect communities from the increasing degradation of their ecology, environment and common property resources.

Briefly stated, the mission is as follows:

· To work towards social transformation through eradication of various forms of social injustice and oppression

· To promote institutional structures and practices that will effectively counter the prevailing social inequalities in society by means of enlightened self-organisation and solidarity among oppressed sections of society, including women

· To restore ecological balance through sustainable environmental initiatives and people-centred development programs; and

· To ensure the application of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

In a secular and democratic society, the legal structure provides safeguards against violations of democratic rights of the citizenry, including the oppressed segments of society. Law offers a critical space for individuals, groups and communities to defend their rights against the dominance and hegemony of the social, economic, political or cultural elites. This legal space needs to be creatively used to ensure protection of democratic rights of marginalised individuals and communities. Initiatives and interventions imbued with legal activism can provide a strategic platform for mass thinking and action. 

These have provided us a platform to bring social awareness and a desire to form communities bonded together by a common history, suffering and aspirations. These communities foster self-respect, develop a sense of identity and bring about a determination to defend the natural habitat of tribals, assert their rights, and help one another in the true spirit of solidarity. These can also help LAHRC to experiment with various other creative avenues for mobilising and sensitising people on issues of social change and transformation. The LAHRC explores initiatives that can address the needs of social equity, justice and a sustainable environment.

MEANS AND OBJECTIVES

LAHRC’s immediate objective is to create People’s Organisations in the predominantly tribal villages of Surat District.

The means to achieve this objective is a social awareness campaign that highlights the common history, culture, and aspirations of the tribal population. This campaign aims at uniting all of them regardless of dialect, religion, politics, and other dividing elements.

The ultimate objective is to enable the tribal population to fight effectively for their rights and to preserve natural resources so that their’s may be a just and loving society.

Other means include, on the one hand, the use of the legal system and its machinery (especially Public Interest Litigation) to defend human rights and, on the other, to avoid litigation by using out-of-court settlements in the best traditions of tribal society.

In this struggle, LAHRC will collaborate with other local, regional and international organisations (NGOs & GOs) that have similar goals and objectives.
AREA OF OPERATION

The area of operation covers the whole of Gujarat. At present LAHRC has seven sub-centres in the tribal areas of Surat District i.e. in Nizar, Uchhal, Songadh, Vyara, Mandvi, Zankhvav and Umarpada. The entire work of the LAHRC is coordinated from the headquarters in Surat city. The head office also concentrates on problems of the city’s working classes and slum population.

CURRENT ACTIVITIES

I. ORGANIZATIONAL

1.  Creating People’s Organizations

Organization of local communities as village Communities, Forest Samities, Mahila Mandals, Youth Groups, Co-operatives, etc. The participating members are educated into sharpening their perspective on their own handicaps and social constraints, and are encouraged to take up issues of common concern. LAHRC intends to constitute a Trust at each taluka level, with a view to further consolidate the local initiatives.

2.  Supporting Unorganized Labourers

LAHRC has long realised the gravity of the social and economic situation of the unorganized workers, whose number is quite large in Gujarat. They include textile workers, sugarcane cutters, quarry workers and scores of other workers in the growing casual labour markets of the region. LAHRC is planning to create category-based Labour Unions and place them under the Rural Workers Trust for effectively addressing their issues of survival and growth.

II. LITIGATION

1.  Legal Guidance

LAHRC provides legal counselling, advice and assistance to all aggrieved and victimised segments of society.

2.  Out of Court Settlements

LAHRC views “Mediation” or “Assisted Negotiation” as one of the alternatives to the present legal system; and hence it takes resort to these modes for amicable dispute settlements among the aggrieved parties in appropriate cases. In such efforts, the help of

the village panch (leaders) is sought for effective implementation of decisions reached during such mediation or negotiation.

3. Litigation

Cases which are not within the scope of ‘Out of Court Settlements’ are taken up for formal adjudication in respective courts. LAHRC has its own panel of lawyers who help in this process.

4. Aid to Detainees Awaiting Trial

On the request of the detainees awaiting trial in the District Jail, LAHRC is taking up their cases with the help of legal practitioners on its panel.

5. Public Interest Litigation Cases

There are innumerable cases of violation of rights of a large number of people. These include peasants (mainly tribals) who are losing their rights of ownership or cultivation of forest lands; the villagers who are dislocated and displaced as oustees due to dams, mega-projects, etc.; and the slum dwellers facing eviction from their shelters in the city. LAHRC takes up the cases of such displaced and dispossessed groups under Public Interest Litigation.

III. EDUCATION

1.  Dissemination of Knowledge

Knowledge is power. LAHRC has spread legal literacy, knowledge of the Fundamental Rights and various laws relevant to the lives of weaker sections. LAHRC’s latest campaign is to make grassroots people know the way democracy works in India – especially at the village level. This knowledge will enable people to see that Panchayati Raj works to the advantage of the whole village. 

2.  Social Awareness

Poor people have the power of numbers. Numbers give power if there is unity. LAHRC’s educational efforts aim at creating this unity by developing a strong sense of identity based on their common history, culture, interests and aspirations. This gives them self-respect that alone can forge a strong bond of unity. Much of LAHRC’s educational effort is dedicated to raise this social awareness.

3.  Training of Legal and Grassroots Workers

A nine-month paralegal-cum-grassroots workers’ training is currently under-way. It consists of regular exposure to field situations and their complexities, followed by reflective debate and discussion. The training inputs include data on basic legislative enactments, procedural details concerning functioning of the judicial system, matters related to Human Rights, etc. Besides, they are given training in operational skills such as puppetry, creative dramatics and public speaking. Such skills help the participants in their tasks as communicators. Care is taken to ensure adequate representation of women in such camps.

4.  Cadre of Tribal Lawyers

With a view to build a cadre of lawyers from among the tribals, tribal graduates who are motivated to work for the upliftment of their community are identified and selected. They are supported by LAHRC to get formal legal education. With regular exposure to field situations and close follow-up of their studies, these candidates are oriented towards working for the welfare of their own community and act as catalysts in the struggles for social transformation.

IV. NETWORKING

Currently, networking with NGOs and Peoples’ Organizations (POs) is being carried out with a view to receive better information on issues of social justice and human rights, as well as to forge fraternal linkages with these organizations for increasing solidarity.
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