Chat with Sireesha

We left with Paramesh, one of the drivers at Timbaktu Collective, for Roddam to meet Sireesha. It took us about 45 minutes to get there. Enroute, Paramesh pointed out the Kalpavalli forest – 8000 acres of waste land that has been brought under green cover by Timbaktu Collective. He also pointed out Krishnadevaraya’s fortress. The drive was smooth and we soon reached the Anantasakthi office in Roddam. This is where Sireesha works from whenever she is in Roddam.

Background

Sireesha got her law degree in 1996 after which she moved to the Ananthapur region following her marriage to Akulappa (Akulappa is currently the coordinator for Timbaktu Collective’s activities in Roddam Mandal). She initially did an apprenticeship with a senior advocate and started working with Timbaktu Collective on women’s issues in 2000-2001. She works in all the three mandals that Timbaktu works in – CK Palli, Ramagiri and Roddam.

Could you give us an idea of what the legal cells do?

The legal cells in all the three mandals started off as grievance centers for victims of domestic violence. After observing our work over the last few years, the government made the legal cell in CK Palli into the Mandal Lok Adalat.  So this legal cell currently handles all kinds of civil dispute cases there whereas the cases in Roddam and Ramagiri are related to domestic violence. 

What are the powers of the Lok Adalat? How does the judiciary work?



The Lok Adalat is a lower court. Its main function is to take decisions in a compromised way. In Andhra Pradesh, the Lok Adalat system has been very successful. The reason is there are a lot of factionism cases here and Lok Adalat’s approach of finding compromising solutions works in such instances. It has the powers to summon people, ie, people need to respond to the summons. Else, the Lok Adalat can appeal to the police. It does sometimes give out judgments or punishments but these need to be ratified by the magistrate court, which is the next level.

At the next level comes the division court that again has two kinds of judges. The Magistrate can handle and make decisions in case of civil disputes only while the sub-judge can preside over criminal cases that mete out punishment of about 5-7 years. The penalty that the magistrate court can mete out is less severe. 

Finally comes the district court. More severe cases than those handled at the division are sent here.

Since in most cases, you are trying to reach a compromise, reconcile the parties, how do you ensure that things are going ok in case of reconciliation?

When such a decision is reached, we set a few conditions

· the person who lodged the complaint is supposed to call the counseling center every week for some time

· the couple is expected to meet with the counselors once a month

· the legal team also visits them


So how does the legal cell work?

Every mandal has a cadre, a person who records the complaints as they come. While complaints are recorded whenever people come to the legal cell, they are encouraged to come on the days specific to their mandal to meet with Sireesha. Then summons are sent to the concerned party and the appropriate follow-up action taken. 

The counseling process will involve the concerned parties, the counselor and 3 directors from the thrift society. The latter are part of the process unless the people involved specifically want to only talk with the counselor. Every thrift society has 11 directors and the directors in a particular case stay with it to its completion.

An important part of counseling is to train the counselors. It is very important that they do not judge the people involved. We also train the directors on women’s rights since people have varied views about acceptable levels of domestic violence. Many women themselves believe that it is fine for their husbands to beat them. 

Then how do they file for domestic violence cases?

They complain when the domestic violence exceeds their threshold of what is acceptable. Many (both men and women) think it is ok to beat the wife if the salt in the food is not to one’s liking. And it not easy to change such mindsets. We once had a talk by a feminist writer who said that husbands cannot beta their wives. People, both men and women, walked out and there was a lot of dissent in the crowd. 

I sometimes have to deal with older men during the counseling who tell me that I have no idea and that the only way to deal with their wives it to beat them. We are slowly working at this. Some of the directors of the thrift societies have been motivated and they talk about self-respect and also give trainings.

How do women come to know about the counseling centers?

Currently about 8000 women are part of the thrift societies in CK Palli, Ramagiri and Roddam (Adisakthi, Mahilasakthi and Ananthasakthi respectively). The women get to know about the counseling centers through this thrift network.

How many cases do you deal with in a month?

We usually get about 5-10 new cases every month. The CK Palli office now also receives cases related to property issues, since it is a Lok Adalat.

What happens to cases that come to the office in your absence?

There is a person in each of the thrift society offices who makes a record of the cases as they arrive. The people are informed to come on the day of the open house which is when I spend the whole day a thrift society office.

A legal cell is reactive, ie, you respond to an occurrence of domestic violence. Are you engaged in active, outreach work?

Timbaktu Collective has Yuvatha groups present in the villages they work in. These groups talk a little about these issues.

What does your weekly schedule look like?

I go to the CK Palli office on Tuesdays where we have an open house for people to come and talk to us about their complaints. Sometimes, I travel there on other days as well depending on the situation. 

To Roddam and Ramagiri, I go once every 15 days. Overall, I do counseling for about 10 days every month. 

I was trained in Hyderabad on implementing RTI. Hence I am a faculty member in Ananthapur (ie, resource person) and provide trainings to the Public Information  Officers and the appellate officers about the RTI bill. This training usually lasts 3 days / month.

Additionally, I am a member of the women’s panel in the Ananthapur court. The women’s panel is a fact-finding committee that does all the groundwork once a case comes in. They send the summons etc. This work is about 1 week every month. Here, I also give training to Protection Officers from the Women and Child Welfare Program. 

Do you get paid by the govt / court for the last two jobs?

No, these are all voluntary posts. I do them because I think they are important.

How did you receive this training in RTI?

3 NGOs working in Ananthapur were identified for this training – Young India, Timbaktu Collective and Rural Development Trust. I went on behalf of Timbaktu Collective.

How many RTI cases have been filed in Ananthpur?

We have filed one about a property issue so far. People are just starting to become aware of this act now. Even the RTI officers are not aware of the bill. 

RTI does not cover the police and defense. As of now it is just for the center. In our functioning, we need to interact with the police from time to time. However, we don’t get support from them all the time. The CK Palli police force is very corrupt and demands money. The Ramagiri police are more cooperative once the Timbaktu flag is mentioned. But it is difficult to get anything moving here through RTI since they are not covered under the act.

Could you give us a break up of your fellowship money?

I want to start a counseling center for women in Anantapur. There is a court but that is not a place for people to go and talk, so I want to provide a space where women can come and talk about the problems they face. 

Monthly expenses for this counseling center:

Office to work out of: Rs. 2000 – Rs. 2500 

2 assistants: Rs. 1500/ each => Rs. 3000

Phone: Rs. 500

Stationery and maid: Rs. 1000

Conveyence: Rs. 1000 – Rs. 1500

My salary: Rs. 6000 – Rs. 8000

Total: Rs. 13500 – Rs.16500

I currently get some support from Timbaktu Collective for some of the training courses I conduct. I have been part of their Panchayati Raj awareness program, which will be on for another 9 months. So support via trainings is not guaranteed after that.

How long do you think you would require a fellowship?

I want to start an organization, a counseling center for women in Anantapur. It will take about 3 years for the organization to be able to receive funds. Eg: CWS, (a funding agency I think, not sure what it stands for), requires an organization to have been around for at least 3 years before they consider them for funding. So a fellowship for 3-5 years would be helpful.
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