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wmber of mentally-ill women

streets of our country, inviting
ind disgust rather than con-
or theirsad plight. The Banyan
ation, a home for these desti-
entally-ill women from across
intry, is gearing up foranoth-
rd Disability Day (December
iving such women an oppor-
10 speak for themselves.
1 Press meet in the city on
sday, five residents of the
nvoiced the demands for alife
gnity and opportunity to the
lerous applause of their fellow-
ents, They demanded the right
and reservation of govern-
bs for such women, among
ings

less thanany of you. We
1 qualified and can prove our
siven the chance, " said Greta,
w works as a beautician.
treatment meted out to her
lusband and the subsequent
s'herlife as a homeless men-
w~oman is now a part of her
e has gained the courage to
wead and is, at present, look-
r her two sons with her own
5. She talks about her past
sual abandon, but whatstrikes
ner is the conviction of her

abilities. Surp ing then, that she
should be talking on the occasion of
the World Disability Day.
Tiruchelvi, who has been with the
Banyan for two years
now, works in a tai-
loring unit. She vehe-
mently points out
that the National
Mental Health Pro-
gramme should be extended to all
districts in the state. ""For someone
like me, who is from Coimbatore, it
is very difficult to come to Chennai
every time to get the medicines pre-
scribed for us.” Besides, she ques-

Residents of The Banyan, (L-R) Parvati, Tiruchelvi, Sadmugam, Greta
and Kalpana at a Press meet — Express photo
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tions, ‘lhough Lhe menlally ill were
included in the People With Disabil

ity Act of 1995, why has the govern-
ment not bothered to inform us
about our rights?”

Parvati, who is from
Karnataka, is relative-
Iy quiet, until she tells
the audience that she
has learnt to speak
Tamil and nowworks ina beauty par-
lour.

Kalpana, a Mumbaiite, is equally
shy. She speaks about a family that
wants her back, though not perma-
nently. I just go to visit them once a

ABLED

year, she says. She works with the
Banyanasacookand actsasan inspi-
ration to the women who have not
fully recovered.

The Banyan houses around 384
women in various stages of recovery.
Women who have recovered from
theirillness have put forward a peti-
tion of demands that revolves
around the plight of other peoplelike
them. There should be more
helplines for destitute women, like
the one launched in Chennai last
December. There should be scope
for all-India rescue and rehabilita-
tion ofhomeless mentally-ill women.
Besides, theywant theirright to pen-
sions, jobs and ration cards to be
recognised and catered to by the gov-
emment. And above all, they
demand the right to vote, which will
be the final stamp on their ‘inclusion’
into society.

The Banyan plans to hold a sig
nature campaign in solidarity with
this list of demands, on its premis-
es on World Disability Day, after
which the petition will be forward-
ed to Government authorities. But
the need of the hour s to ensure that
society learns to respect them for
their abilities, forgetting for a
moment that mental iliness is a ‘dis-
ability’.

For, as Tiruchelvi said, it is a dis-
ability that can attack anyone atany
phase inlifeand the cure begins with
acceptance and understanding
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the "disabled" prove that they are actually only
differently enabled!
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joday is World Disability Day. For most

people in Chennai, this may have passed

on as just another date on the calender,
were it not for the efforts of 80 brave-hearted
residents of The Banyan who made the occasion
a day to remember.

On the occasion of World Disability Day, the 80
residents decided to meet the press, to present a
petition on their needs as rightful citizens of a
democratic country.

Talking to the media, Thiruselvi (29),
Sargunam(43), Parvathy(22), Kalpana (28) and
Preta put forth their six-point programme,
which they explained in detail to us, making an
example of their own lives.

Thiruselvi, who is a graduate in Psycology and
has been cured of her illness for the past one
year. Says she, "l came to Chennai from
Coimbatore and the police found me at the
Marina beach with my son and brought me here.
My husband deserted me and even after | am
cured my family has ostracised me. | feel that
mental illness can come to anyone of any social
class. There are others like me who are educated
100, We need jobs and a right to vote just like
anyone else. My native place is far away and
since | now live here at Banyan, surely we should
be allowed to be re-integrated into society like
normal people and vote from here." Thiruselvi
has been working in the tailoring unit at The

the past four months.

Sargunan at 43 is too old to work and has
been at the Banyan for 13 years, abandoned by
her family."] help in the cooking here. My life is
over but other young women here need jobs.
There are several who can sew; cook, embroider,
dostailoring, gardening and even work in beauty
parlours. Mental illness is a disability and has not
received the necessary benefits from the
government which other disabled get” she says.

Twenty-two-year-old Parvathy works at a
beauty parlour in Adyar earning Rs2500 a month
doing waxing, pedicures, manicures, facials and
massages. No one would imagine that this young
girl from Hampi is an inmate of the Banyan, so
well has she recovered from her illness. "l feel
happy that today | can help others with the
money | ear and can support my mother.| geta
feeling of immense peace and satisfaction from
this knowledge. But there are others like me who
deserve a chance. Please see that our voices are
heard in the right places," she pleads to the
media.
The six point petition put forward by the NGO
on this occasion are:

1.Mental illness is also a disability.

2.Mentally il people want the right to vote.

3.They want an all India reserve , care and
rehab system like the Mental Health Helpline at
the Banyan.
4.A National Mental Health Programme
should be extended to all the districts and States.
5.The benefits of the PWD Act of 1995 have
not yet reached the mentally ill. Why are they
deprived information on the benefits that they
are entitled to ?

6.The mentally ill require reservations in

& i i government jobs to be extended to them.
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“We want it is as it is the most basic acknowledgement of our existence”

Staff Reporter

CHENNAI: The call for recognition of
mental disability on par with phys-
ical disability has come from a strong
interest group: women who have re-
covered from mental illnesses.

On Thursday, five women — P.
Thiruchelvi, N. Greeta, A. Kalpana,
| N. Paravathi and K. Sargunam —who
| were rehabilitated at The Banyan
| home for mentally ill destitute wom-
en addressed the media on some of
the ground realties facing the men-
tallyill.

Foremost among their demands
was the call to restore voting rights
to persons treated for mental illness.

Ms. Thiruchelvi, who is working in
a tailoring unit in Coimbatore, said
several families were not willing to
accept back persons who had spent
time at rehabilitation centres. This

further meant that their names
would not be included in voters’ lists.

“We are not demanding voting
rights only to exercise our franchise.
We want it is because it is the most
basic acknowledgement of our exist-
ence,” she said to cheers from several
other women at the transit home.

In an interesting deviation of
norms, the inmates of The Banyan
elected Ms. Thiruchelvi and the four
other women to represent their
cause even as social workers and oth-
er volunteers watched from the side-
lines. The courage and conviction
with which the women spoke was
enough to dispel any misconception
about mental illness doing perma-
nent damage to a person.

It has been 10 years since mental
illness was included in the People
with Disabilities Act. The women
pointed out that there was not much

awareness about mental illness as a
disability, especially in the rural ar-
eas of the State.

They pointed out that the Nation-
al Mental Health Programme must
be extended to all districts of the
State. “It is difficult for someone
staying in the rural areas to travel
from one district to another for med-
icine. Also, facilities like the helpline
must be extended to all major cities
and towns of the country,” Ms. Thi-
ruchelvi said.

The women demanded reserva-
tions in government jobs. They
pointed out that over the past few
years, private employers had been
sensitised on mental illness and were
providing jobs for rehabilitated per-
sons. The Banyan located at Mogap-
pair West, Chennai can be
on 2653 0504. ‘Website:
‘www.thebanyan.org.




