Bharathi Trust Resource Center Site Visit Summary:

Note: Most of the information was captured on video. If you want a copy please send an email to santhosh.padmanabhan@gmail.com or sanjeev.ranganathan@gmail.com
The primary purpose of the visit was to videotape and get details on the progress of the resource center. This document captures highlights of the conversations I had with Siddamma, a visit to the office in thiruvallur, A short visit to an Irula hamlet and some information on the Resource Center.

Siddamma’s Home and Tsunami Updates:

I met Siddamma at her home in Thiruvanmiyur on Dec 16, Saturday Morning. It’s a two Bedroom 2nd floor house for rent. Her son, Ashok was in the resource center helping in the farms during his semester holidays. Her daughter, Anita had exams and was staying with Siddamma. She was recovering from a bout of cold. She has been making visits to the hospital. Siddamma’s driver Ravi is an able support to her. When she falls ill, she relies on him to help her. Ravi himself is an Irula and has been with Bharathi trust resource center for a while now. From what I noticed he had a keen sense of observation and knew updates on every aspect of Siddamma’s efforts. 

In the two hours we discussed a few aspects related to the resource center. She gave me a background on ‘Nammalvar’ the main advisory for the resource center. I also read through his resume. There was a tsunami related discussion/meeting in the afternoon that Siddamma was planning to attend. The meeting was a discussion of actions to be taken in the light of a new move by the government to confiscate coastal land that the tsunami affected people were living in. In many such cases, there were plans to use RTI effectively. The Tsunami funds allocation by the government was also investigated using this tool. As part of the Coastal Regulation Act (CRA), the government planned to issue forms to be duly read and signed by the residents on the coast – while the first page was the GO (government order) in English, the second page was in Tamil. The information on the forms (with which one could be easily mislead if he or she didn’t know English) was obtained through RTI, before the proposal was implemented. In many cases of the tsunami affected in the ‘Thiruvanmiyur to Ennore” area, alternative accommodation was promised, a wall was put up and the beach land was confiscated. There are many families now living in the streets/platforms. In the Cuddalore area, Irulas were initially ignored for rehabilitation and aid. After staging a dharna, the Irulas were also included. In some cases diligent government officials have been helpful. In Cuddalore for the land allotment scheme, thanks to efforts by the collector, the government bought land for allotment. This situation came about because there was no viable government land.

Bharathi Trust Office:

On Monday, December 18th we met up for the visit to the resource center. On the way we picked up Ramya. Suganthi and Ramya are employees of Bharathi trust. Suganthi is the overall accountant for Bharathi trust. Ramya does accounts and also types reports etc. Both of them do a wonderful job and are important for the proper functioning of the trust. On the way to the Resource center, we stopped at the Bharathi Trust office, because Siddamma had some work there. At the office a few Sarpam leaders were waiting for her. All of us sat on the ground and the discussion started. Krishnan, the state president/convener for Sarpams was moderating the discussion. Santhosh, another member of Bharathi trust’s team was keenly observing the discussion. He is the scribe and is the point person to compose petitions, letters, notices etc. 

I was introduced to the few Sarpam leaders who were present. Siddamma mentioned that one of the leaders present was instrumental in bringing water supply, electricity and now a road to the Irula settlement he resided at. Two women (one of them was Saroja) representatives who were Sarpam leaders were also present. They were enthusiastic, vocal and animated in their discussions. The were effective in making points and leading the discussion. All Sarpams have 50% reservation for women. This is enforced strictly and specifically to empower women in a male dominated society. The main discussion was regarding the delay in land allotments in three different districts. This land allotment was for the economic development of tribal groups below the poverty line. The funds for these are sanctioned by the Central Ministry for Tribal Welfare and are to be disbursed by the State machinery. During the trip for the World Social Forum, Siddamma and Irula leaders had met with the Central Minister in charge. She had mentioned that the funds are allotted for the State government to disburse and it was upto them to answer their concerns. Since, the state government was not providing a positive answer, it was decided to call all Irula groups to stage a dharna for their demands. 

After the discussion, Saroja was waiting to get a letter written by Santhosh on Sarpam letterhead. She mentioned that this letter, which states that she is an Irula recognized by the Sarpam, is required for her to get a Caste/community certificate for her children from the RDO’s  (Revenue Division officer) office. Her children in 8th/10th Stds can avail of scholarships reserved for Scheduled Tribes (ST) students. The process for obtaining a caste certificate:

1. The VO (Village Officer) has to make a visit and enquiry once an application and supporting documents are submitted. 

2. The VO then has to submit the first report to the RI or Revenue Inspector.

3. The RI is part of the Thasildhar’s office and the Thasildhar has to come for an enquiry.

4. Based on the information provided by the Thasidhar, the RDO (who reports to the collector) issues the certificate.

In the past there have been various issues with the government functionaries – Issue of certificates to Non-Irulas, Non-issue of certificates for Irulas, demands for bribes etc. Saroja herself went on a dharna outside the collector’s office when an official had demanded a bribe. She refused to budge until the person was suspended. Now, the process has been more streamlined. The collector’s office has developed a kind of trust on the Sarpams, so much so that an application for an Irula Community certificate needs a Sarpam letter of recommendation/acknowledgement for expediting the process. The certificate is important in terms of benefits and services entitled to the STs. This is the proof for the Irulas to demand what is rightfully theirs – right from fees being waived in schools, uniforms and stipends to reservations in colleges/universities. 

Resource Center:

We then traveled to the resource center. All information related to the specifics of the resource center was captured in Video and has been transcribed. In the recent past Siddamma has been spending about 3 days in a week at the Resource center. Till last month there were 6 persons on an average working at the Resource center. 

One of the next plans at the resource center is to start a school. This would be different from the motivational schools run by Siddamma earlier. The school will be geared towards teaching the children life skills and providing wholesome education. Around 30 kids have already been identified. There are also plans to work with the government schools nearby. The efforts would be towards having children visit the resource center.

When we had reached the resource center, there was a farmer from the nearby village waiting for Siddamma. He had learnt about the happenings at the resource center and wanted to learn more. He is a teacher and a part time farmer. He complained about how he faced losses in his yield and wanted to try organic farming. Velan, the coordinator at the resource center promised to help him and provide free preparations to spray on the crops. The farmer also mentioned how the ‘middle men’ were eating up most of their revenue and how its become very tough for them to sell their yield otherwise.

At the end of the day, Siddamma and the rest of them at the resource center had a meeting to discuss the next plans, updates etc. There was also a suggestion made to maintain notes and record happenings at the resource center.

Irula Hamlet:

In the evening, when Siddamma had to take some rest, I decided to go on a short ride to a nearby Irula hamlet. I ventured out with Velan on his two-wheeler. The village fair or market was on that day. I got to see some of it. When we reached the hamlet, I could see the Sarpam board in the settlement. I met a few families. The houses were single rooms – four walls and a thatched roof. The kichen was a thatched structure outside the house – the stove was a pile of bricks neatly arranged with firewood placed underneath. Velan was trying to get some help at the Resource center and was trying to find who could help. Meanwhile, I was taking a look around. Later, Velan mentioned how before the formation of the Sarpam, the police used to round up the males in the community on fake charges of harboring illicit liquor. After the settlement got organized they have lesser trouble now. The Irula girls are married pretty early at a typical age of 15-16 years. One of Velan’s relatives also lived in the same settlement. He is looking for a job and has finished his 12th Std. He is already married. He studied in a telegu medium school (Since, the area is near the border people speak tamil and telugu interchangeably) and cited the reason for not pursuing higher studies. I asked him if he knew about reservations and opportunities he could make use of for higher education. He showed interest in following up, but his more immediate concern was to get a job. 

In the recent elections that were held, Irulas with the support of the Sarpams contested 19 seats and won 8 of them. Most of the panchayat leaders who were elected were illiterate – but that did not stop the villagers, including a significant number of Non-Irulas from electing them. Later, Siddamma mentioned that it might be worthwhile to pursue organizations like Action AID to provide a fellowship for a resource person who could help these elected representatives. They needed some guidance in interpreting documents, procedures and rights.

