Karuna - Saathi Invisible Girls Project: 
A case-study from the quarter, illustrating the challenges and difficulties of engaging with government systems.  

On the morning of 14 November, 2007, 4 girls from Saathi’s Short Stay Home, Sangeeta, Harsha, and Mayuri, all 17 years old, and Archana, 19 years old, left the home for the Saathi centre as usual for their daily routine of attending educational classes and job related tasks. When they didn’t return in the evening, the shelter staff called the centre and discovered the girls had never reached their classes that morning.  

The next morning, a missing complaint was registered in the local police station. Within a few days, the police informed Saathi that the the girl’s had reached Goa and were working in a marketing agency.

Anxieties over their immediate safety aside, the team was faced a philosophical question. Should the girls be allowed to remain on their own, recognizing that they had felt compelled to try a different path and that Saathi has never been an environment of strict lock down, believing that the individual needs to participate in the choices of her life? Except that three of the girls were minors and registered as being in the care of Saathi, lending legal implications to the situation. Finally, because of the legal aspects it was determined that the girls who were minors would need to be retrieved to Mumbai. Wary of the many exploitative networks working in Goa, it was also important for the team to at least reassure themselves that Archana, even as a legal adult, was truly in a safe situation.

On 26th November, 2 member of the Girls Project team set out for Goa. Because 3 of the girls would be brought back as minors, the team members were accompanied by a lady constable and an Assistant Sub-Inspector.

When the group reached Goa, one of the team members called the employer’s office and pretended to be a young girl. She said that she had run away from her home and needed a job. The employer replied that he would like to meet her, would pick her up at the highway and take her to his office. 

This behaviour was enough to raise the suspicions of the group and the local Goa police were enlisted to help. They were able to trace the employer and his outlet. Once the group reached his office, the employer stated that the girls being sought had been trained as door to door salesgirls and had stayed in his residence, but had been asked to leave on 21st November due to behavioural problems.

The Saathi team members and police were able to track the girls further through John, the individual who had originally introduced them to the employer. They had been introduced to a new marketing job in another part of Goa, but in the interim, one of the girls had left. The group travelled to the next city and waited for the three remaining girls at their new employer’s office. That evening, the girls were met. They each had the same thing to say:

“We don’t know why we left, we were not in a fixed mind but decided to leave because we wanted freedom to be something and prove ourselves”.

Considering the fact that the girls were brought from Mumbai to Goa and were referred to various marketing agencies by a single person, the team felt it to be in the best interest of the minor girls to be considered as children in need of care and protection. One of the girls who had left their group was one of the minors. The girls were produced before the Child Welfare Committee (CWC) of Goa and they were to be sent to the local residential institution. However, the institution refused the girls’ admittance due to their behaviour of having run away from Saathi. 

With the help of a local NGO with which Saathi is in regular contact, a case was made that there were aspects of trafficking involved and because one of the minor girls was still missing, they should be kept at the Goa facility. The CWC and the residential facility finally agreed. However, in taking the girls’ statement, because there were no clear instances of exploitation or harassment, the Director General of Police was not able to file a First Information Report (official complaint) and the CWC felt the girls should be transferred back to Mumbai.

A series of problems ensued involving the Mumbai police, requiring interventions by the Mumbai-based CWC and nearly constant followup activity by the Saathi team. After significant pressure over two days, the police finally agreed to the orders of the CWC and interestingly, it was because one of the duty officers had come in who was aware of Saathi’s work and had been earlier involved in a training on the Juvenile Justice Act. He ordered the constables to immediately send the two minor girls to the Children’s Home and release the third to Saathi, where she spent the night at Saathi’s shelter.

The challenge of the case was not yet over, however. There are two Children’s Homes in Mumbai, each under different CWC jurisdictions. The girls had originally been presented to one CWC and now were under another CWC. The Saathi team members tried to explain all the challenges that had been faced, but the issue was seen as an effort to interfere with systems and dynamics began to deteriorate. 

As it stands, follow up with the girls has been limited due to non-admittance of Saathi staff to visit the girls. It is not uncommon for issues of politics to interfere with the handling of cases. There are several efforts underway to gather data to show clear lines of procedures and Saathi’s adherence to them and to sort through the dynamics in the best interest of the individuals staying in the Children’s Home, especially those referred by Saathi.

The entire case has been extremely difficult for the team. Ranging from concern for the safety of the girls to battling systems, the workers involved have shown their perseverance and belief in the work being done. 

Significant issues brought to light:

· The indifference and lack of knowledge by the Police towards the Juvenile Justice Act continues to be very troubling (exemplified by how smoothly the process moved once an officer entered who is familiar with the J.J. Act.)

· The entire situation in the Children’s Home, including frequent arguments with the Committee, have led to the Saathi team reviewing the way we work with the Committee. On one hand the workers strongly believe in the Act and the provisions (which includes the CWC). However, the functioning of the Committee and the implementation of the Act has led us to look at alternatives other than this system in its current way of functioning. 

· With the past experiences of cases (child labour, trafficking, child sexual abuse) the rights-based perspective is a missing dimension in the decisions made by the Child Welfare Committee. Too often, protection of children is not seen as a right but is seen as charity and welfare where the Committee has failed to give justice as well as protection to the child by not considering the prosecution of the case. The team therefore feels a need to challenge the functioning of the Committee and the competency of the Chairperson of C.W.C.  

· At the macro level one also feels a need for regular co-ordination amongst the parallel government agencies working in the area of child rights. There needs to be a continuous supervision, monitoring and evaluation of the juvenile justice system as a whole.

· At a micro level, the project is reviewing the procedures in place in its Short Stay Home as this event has highlighted the issues the come with sheltering minors.
