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Rarely is a girl’s case without complexities. In addition to the challenges of gathering what information she may have about her situation, her family, or her home, the systems which are involved in facilitating her care can also be problematic. This is especially true for a girl who is under 18 and so is considered a minor, requiring the entry of governmental agencies in handling her case. A combination of factors contribute to this – overburdened systems, poor coordination between various concerned government agencies, lack of knowledge about tools available in protecting children’s rights, and at times, apathy amongst individuals. When there are aspects of illegal action, what can emerge is a behemoth of an undertaking in ensuring a girl’s rights are upheld and those who have acted outside of the law are properly addressed. Shruti’s story is one such example of a major breakdown between systems and exemplifies several aspects of the project’s efforts in the last quarter, from advocacy and awareness building to individual case management. 

Shruti

On her way to the Short Stay Home to stay for the night, one of the Girls Project’s social workers met a teenaged girl traveling on the same suburban train. She looked rather ill and also seemed very disturbed. The worker struck up a conversation with her and learned that her name was Shruti, she was 16 years old, and was trying to get to Karjat. But the train she was on was not headed in the direction of Karjat and the girl couldn’t say exactly where she’d gotten on the train as she didn’t know Mumbai well. Concerned for Shruti’s well being along with the fact that Shruti had a very high temperature, the social worker invited her to spend the night at the Home until more follow up could be done in the morning. 

When they reached the Home, Shruti was given immediate medical assistance to help control the fever. She then began to tell a bit more of her story. Two to three months earlier, she had been sent to work at a house in Andheri, a suburb of Mumbai. One night, she had problems preparing the family’s evening meal and as beaten badly for it. When she protested, the family told her to leave immediately. Not knowing Mumbai, she fled to the nearest train station in hopes of finding her way home to her village of Karjat. She wasn’t sure of the exact location or address of the house and could only give the name of her employer.

The next morning, Shruti was produced before the Child Welfare Committee and was admitted to the Children’s Home. There were several aspects of her case to be followed up – child labour, trafficking, and physical abuse. With proper medical care, Shruti was able to recover her health, and with counseling, she built trust with her social worker. Eventually, she shared information about her brother who had sent her for the work in Andheri and gave his contact details. The project team began the family tracing process, but Shruti’s brother was very uncooperative with the social worker. He refused to give information about Shruti’s employer or about Shruti’s other family members. Piecing together what information Shruti could give about her home in Karjat (a village 2 hours outside Mumbai), the social worker was able to track down her parents there and visited them twice.

Shruti’s family lives in extreme poverty. Both of her parents are mentally disturbed and her father is blind. Neighbors of the family were able to provide a more complete picture about Shruti’s brother and Shruti’s situation, relating that he has sent Shruti to Mumbai to work despite her parents not consenting. He lives on the salary collected for her work. With the Andheri family, she had not received any salary. This was due to the fact that Shruti’s brother had taken a loan from her most recent employer and Shruti’s labour was to act in lieu of cash repayment.  With this information in hand, the social worker immediately put a formal report to the Child Welfare Committee (CWC) as well as to Shruti’s Probation Officer through the Children’s Home, requesting immediate action against the brother and the employer.

When such an action is requested, it is the role of the Probation Officer to officially raise the case to the CWC Board. When it came to the attention of the social worker that the case had not been raised and with no response or reason given by the Probation Officer, the social worker presented a follow up letter to the Chair Person of the CWC Board requesting immediate action. 

While this was happening, Shruti’s brother had become extremely hostile towards the social worker, to the extent of lodging a complaint with the police against the social worker, charging that Saathi was keeping Shruti forcefully in the Children’s Home. The social worker immediately met the Senior Inspector from the police station and explained the entire situation. But the damage was done and soon after, the Superintendent of the Children’s Home raised arguments that the Children’s Home was being used as a “dumping ground” for children.  With a lot of pressure by the social worker, the CWC Board eventually called Shruti’s brother to give an explanation.

Through repeated efforts by the social worker, now backed by the Chair Person of the  CWC Board, the brother eventually gave the necessary information to locate Shruti’s employer. A Summons was initiated and when the employer appeared before the CWC, he said that he had physically beaten Shruti but was not otherwise guilty of anything. Through the CWC Chair Person, the police local to the employer’s house were contacted to register a First Incidence Report against the employer and he was fined Rs 25,000 to employ a minor for domestic work. 
In the follow up hearing, no concerned police officer attended. Therefore, the Chair Person requested the social worker to go to the police station with the Summons. At the station, the social worker spoke with the Sub-Inspector and was shocked at his response of refusing the Summons stating that they would not go for a case dating back to the year 2000.  It was then that the social worker realized the error. While the case is current, it falls under the purview of the Juvenile Justice Act (2000), Care and Protection of Children. The police were so ill informed as to this Act, which is the major legal tool for protection of children’s rights, that they had misread the Summons to believe it pertained to a case from 2000 rather than a 2007 case with the complaints lodged under  sections of the J.J. Act (2000). The social worker explained the details of the Summons to the Inspector and after heated debate, he agreed to take Shruti’s statement at the Children’s Home.

After taking Shruti’s statement, the police transferred her case to another police station stating that the case was outside their jurisdiction (Mumbai is separated into various wards, with each having a designated police station). By this time, the employer was also refusing to pay the Rs 25,000 fine, saying he could make only a minimal payment. In addition, the social worker was receiving calls at the Saathi office to settle the issue. It had been 4 months since that night on the train, and Shruti also needed to be transferred out of the Children’s Home and referred to a longer term residential Home. 

Shruti is currently in safe custody in Asha Sadan, a government-run residential facility for girls, where she is met regularly by the social worker. The employer still hasn’t paid any part of the fine levied, which would eventually be given to Shruti as recompense for her ordeal. The police who now hold the case have not sent any reports to the CWC Board members.  The Girls Project team continues to follow up Shruti’s case, working not only to ensure Shruti’s well being, but also to address the system which has so spectacularly failed this girl.

Specific issues raised through Shruti’s case include:

· Lapse of Probation Officer to put forward this case to the CWC Board

· Failure of the system in taking action 

· Non cooperation from statutory authorities (Police, Superintendent of Children’s Home, Probation Officer)  

· Lack of knowledge towards Child Rights especially towards Juvenile Justice Act (2000) as well as the Child Labour Act (1986). Child Labour unfortunately is  is just widely accepted by both the lay public and statutory authorities.  
