Strengthening democracy at the grassroots
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Introduction 
Seva Mandir is a non-government voluntary organisation working on rural and tribal development issues in and around Udaipur district, in the southern part of Rajasthan since 1968. The 611 villages where Seva Mandir works are situated in the rugged semi-arid terrain of the Aravalis. Exploitation by private interests and the resulting collapse of traditional resource management practices, coupled with several successive years of drought, have left the ecosystem, and the people whose lives depend on it, in a bad way. 

These problems have been compounded by the failure of the various levels of government and traditional institutions to address or respond actively or effectively to the needs of the communities affected. Against this backdrop, Seva Mandir works through a triangular strategy based on strengthening sustainable livelihoods, building people’s capabilities, and promoting and empowering village institutions. 

Seva Mandir’s mission is to make real the idea of society consisting of free and equal citizens who are able to come together and solve the problems that affect them in their particular contexts. It has a presence in over 600 villages in Udaipur and Rajsamand district. In an effort to achieve its mission, Seva Mandir works through a three-pronged focus on the following distinct, yet interlinked areas

· Creation of platforms for people to come together and participate in development processes.

· Equipping village groups and leaders with skills and resources to respond to their own needs.

· Ensuring that members of village communities are able to interact with, and access benefits from panchayati raj institutions and other government and non-government agencies.

Engaging with community leadership
Over the years several people from the villages have demonstrated the ability and initiative to lead development processes at the village level and nurture local democratic institutions. They have emerged as community leaders by associating with one or more of Seva Mandir’s interventions in promoting village institutions, women's empowerment, women and child development, natural resource development, education or health. Their commitment to welfare improvement at the community level has helped them mature and become more than mere sector specialists. The experience they have gained through their honourable devotion has transformed them into visionaries of village development.

The term community leaders refers to ordinary peasants who have shown (or have the potential to demonstrate) great leadership abilities. These people neither hold political office or a position of authority, nor do they derive their position of leadership from traditional caste affiliations. It is essential to acknowledge that rather than catering to short-term populist demands the community leaders have helped other villagers realise and develop their own capacities for development.

The role of these people is extremely important as otherwise the poor often just remain mere spectators of processes affecting their lives and expect that the State will solve their problems. These community leaders with the help of Seva Mandir are helping create societies where the poor can participate, on equal footing, with institutions of government and civil society for their development.

The book “The Wasteland” published by National Foundation for India documents the stories of several such able and competent community leaders from villages where Seva Mandir works, who have helped their communities and in the face of grave dangers and challenges make hard choices even at great personal risk. The strength of their leadership lies in their ability to comprehend the significance of a situation beyond the immediate. A closer look into the lives of and sacrifices made by the community leaders illustrates the struggle and hardship they have encountered on their path to becoming what they are today – respected and honourable personalities whom communities refer to as their leaders with pride.

The majority of community leaders come from very poor economic background. They take out time from their regular activities to work towards the improvement of community welfare without financial compensation.

Seva Mandir proposes to initiate a Fellowship Programme for Community Leaders to recognise their contributions to the community as well as to provide necessary support for continuation of their work.

Aim and Objectives 

The Fellowship Programme for Community Leaders aims to nurture and promote community leadership towards strengthening democratic and proactive development processes at the village level. 

The key objectives are of the programme are:

· To recognise the initiative of community leaders

· To support them to identify and initiate development projects based on local needs

Expected outcomes

· Leadership initiatives at the community level are recognised and encouraged

· Capacities of community leaders are developed to analyse changes in the environment and to effectively mobilise public opinion 

· There is impetus among local people, especially youth and women to take leadership initiatives

· Support network is created among community leaders to enable them to share, learn and collaborate with each other

Activities 
The community leaders who are selected as Fellows will be supported for a period of two years. They will be provided a Fellowship amount of Rs.25,000 as well as engaged in specific capacity development programmes over the two years. A range of activities will be undertaken towards achievement of the objectives:

To recognise the initiative of community leaders

· Identification of 50 community leaders to be awarded the Fellowship

· Provision of a Rs.25,000 per person over the Fellowship period of two years

To support them to identify and initiate development projects based on local needs

· Creating spaces for leaders to interact and share ideas on a periodic basis

· Design and delivery of appropriate capacity enhancement programmes (Training/ Exposure visits)

· Support in identification and planning of projects to be carried out in the Fellowship period of two years.

Budget 
Fellowship for 50 Community Leaders
@Rs.25,000 per person

Rs.1,250,000

Capacity development programmes
@ Rs.5,000 per person

Rs.250,000

Implementation costs


@ Rs.250,000 per year

Rs.500,000

Total








Rs.2,000,000
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