PREVENTING GIRLCHILDREN’S MARRIAGE AND ABUSES 

THROUGH EDUCATION AND AWARENESS PROGRAMS

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------                   

 1. Problems and issues the proposed project will address:

Problems and issues identified by BSWI are many-folded. But for BSWI alone, it cannot address all the problems keeping in view its limitations in terms of human resources and financial resources altogether. BSWI has prioritized some burning issues those are depicted below:- 

Children, especially the girls from the poor and marginalized communities of India, have always been the victims of abuse, exploitation, criminalization and atrocities over centuries. These traditional happenstances of the same cycle continue even in this threshold of the twenty-first century as usual. Decrease of cultivable land side by side with population increase, geological factors have resulted in mono-cropping and irrigation facilities very expensive and rural poverty has increased to a great extent. Lack of access to education for girls, absence of basic minimum health care facilities for the rural population especially for the girls, inadequate government infrastructures to protect the girls from abuses and criminalization have become the significant factors those are the hindrances for the attainment of girls’ improvement and their all-round development, particularly in remote and backward rural villages of West Bengal. The planners have failed to offer a joyful childhood to the girls – on the other hand, data and performance of the state mechanisms always highlight its success in diverse fields, obviously in material terms. The planners and the state mechanism do not even recognize that a very much significant portion of the state’s human resources, i. e, the girls, still live on the mercy of others and they act as puppets without knowing and realizing their human rights.              

Malda – one of the remotest and backward districts of West Bengal has all such characteristics as mentioned above due to its remoteness and isolated situation on the map of West Bengal. About 25% of the district’s population is tribal and the overall literacy rate is only 35.72% (men – 45.61% & women – 24.92%). It is also ridiculous that the state defines literacy on the basis of who can only sign her name. The real picture is totally different. The sex-ratio is 938 women / 1000 men and the population density is 706 / sq. km. Malda is bordering the international border of Bangladesh and the state border of Jharkhand. The district has a high population rate of SCs and Muslims too. The proposed project would like to address the severe socio-economic factors of three blocks of Malda – Gazole, Habibpur and Bamongola.  As many as 25.04% of the population of the three blocks are tribal, while the SCs are 46.48%. The Muslims comprise of at least 16.72% of the total population of the three blocks. Total tribal population comprising of about 148000 and population of SCs is 211600. The number of tribal and SC children’s population is about 69,040 of which 6-14 children are 23040 (girls-11290) and 14-18 adolescents are figuring 20400 (girls – 9792).  This segment of 6 years – 18 years girls, i.e., 21762 girls are our immediate target groups. Others in the age-group of 0-6 years numbering 12544 are our intermediately target groups. 

Literacy scenario of the proposed area:
Only about a meager 4.90% of the tribal women are literate and this literacy too is defined as those who can only write their names. The real picture tells something else as only about 2% of the women can read, write and do simple sums up to class fourth standard. The difference between the Census Report of 1991 in the case of tribal women’s literacy improvement is only about 1.45%, i.e., in ten years. 19.21% women from the SC communities are literate and this is an increase of only about 3.25% from the Census Report of 1991. Although in reality, only 13.35% can read, write and do simple sums up to class fourth standard. 

Only as low as seven girls (out of 100 girls) from the tribal communities were enrolled in the state primary schools; less than 1 girl / 100 girls have been able to be studying in the high schools; while almost none of the girls were able to continue with the higher education system. In the case of the SC girls, only 39 girls (out of 100 girls) were enrolled in the primary education system; less than 10 girls / 100 girls were able to continue in the high schools ; while less than 3 girls / 100 girls were able to be studying in higher secondary schools.    

Out of 100 tribal girls who are enrolled in the State Primary Schools, 90 girls leave schools before they attain Class IV. Moreover, out of 10 girls / 100 girls who are enrolled in the high schools, almost all girls leave schools before they attain class VIII. No girl is seen to be continuing with the higher secondary education system in the proposed area. Out of 100 SC girls enrolled in the primary schools, 67 girls have been drop-outs ; more than 83 girls (out of 100 girls) have been drop out from the high school education system ; while more than 91 girls (out of 100) have been drop outs from the higher secondary education system.  The above factors combine drop-out rate of the tribal girls from the overall education scenarios accounts for more than 97% ; while the SC girls accounts for more than 88% as drop outs. 
   (Source of Information: Indian Census 2001 & Our Survey in June 2011)

Social System of the proposed area:
In the tribal communities, early marriages are abandoning as is teen pregnancies. The polygamous characters of the tribal men, addiction to country liquor, lack of self-help spirit among the men folks who indulges their time in gossip mooning and drinking-smoking etc., have made the women, especially the tribal girls much more helpless than that of other ethnic groups in the society.  There are agents and touts who are on the lookout of such communities where the girls are abused and victimized by their own society and they enter the families in the guise of employer to the girls to the cities and towns. They offer attractive pay packages to the girls’ families and approach them to take the girls to the working places in the towns and cities. The offers are very much lucrative to resist for the tribal families in remote Malda villages; especially the proposed villages – who could hardly manage to feed their families, such offers are godsend. These are the beginning of their ordeal. Lured by the prospect of money, innocent tribal girls are thrown at the deep end of the pool with little or no lucre. It is horrifying to learn that the most unfortunates end up in flesh trade. After many months, when their parents fail to communicate with their daughters, the helpless parents run from pillar to post to trace their daughters’ whereabouts. There are also instances of girls managing to come out of this vortex. Some said that they were employed to work for households. They worked as domestic helps but did not get any money as the concerns had already the money in advance. Dropping out from the formal education system is one of the symptoms of children and adolescents being forced in vulnerabilities to criminalities. Violence towards the girls is another key-factor in the tribal and SC communities as well that drives the girls to come out of their girlhoods and to be engaged in hazardous works within the families and outsides. With a very high rate of unemployment, lack of mainstream support services and assistance, lack of education and awareness, lack of income in the hands of women, lack of men’s will to protect their women and the girls – the girls have taken is as granted that they are the society’s wastes and no one is desirous of taking care of them. 

The tribal girls aged 6-14 years and the adolescent girls are forced to sacrifice their childhood and youth owing to various physical and mental pressures from their families. The men folks indulge in drinking, gossiping and idly wasting their times in unproductive means, while it is the girl who has to take care of their youngsters, fetching drinking water from distant places, collecting fuel and fodders, grazing animals, cooking and feeding the members in such a young age when they are supposed to be in schools and enjoying their childhood. The mothers are bound to work as housemaids or in the fields as wage-earners, and the role played by the mothers automatically transfers to the small girls and the adolescents. That is why they are discouraged to attend schools and discontinue their studies. Meanwhile, when the girls attend the age of 13-14 years, they are married to some unemployed persons and they continue to play the same roles as in their parents’ house before marriage. Gradually, the girls become pregnant and give birth to child. This untimely child birth offers them anemia, malnutrition and other related diseases that the families seldom take care. With broken health, driven by frustration and starvation, they continue to work and work and at last their life comes to an end.               

Relationships between the problems/issues with BSWI’s focus areas: 

The project would focus on ensuring that all the girls in marginalized communities (especially the tribal) of the blocks Gazole, Bamongola and Habibpur of Malda district, have access to education. It is realized by BSWI that dropping out from the primary schools is one significant reason of children and adolescent to be the victims of atrocities and criminalization. 

Hence, BSWI would focus on the following:- 

· Taking up a holistic approach in the proposed project for ensuing girls’ quality education

· Develop their life skills to protect them from abuses and criminalization

· Improve skills, capacity and capabilities amongst the parents (especially the women) to be self-employed and self-reliant by way of enterprise development and SHG promotion amongst the tribal communities.       

2. The purpose of the project for which funds are being requested 

The program objective is to support the tribal communities in accelerating the education reform and to pave the way for initiatives aimed to provide education to the disadvantaged tribal groups for arresting girls’ vulnerabilities to criminalization. The main objectives are:- 

· Ensuring girls’ quality education by promoting primary school enrolment;   

· Ensuring the attitudinal changes of the families and the communities in respect of children’s rights and to desist them from criminalization;

· Establishing models of holistic development for promoting girl-children’s protection and arresting child abuses. 

The proposed interventions are greatly needed in the villages those are severely lacking. These interventions will be designed in such way that they can create public demand amongst the under-privileged groups, e.g., tribal, Muslims and SC communities who deserve immediate attention. They are:- 

· Capacity Building: Culture sensitive Non-formal Education Centres; extra-curricular activities; exposure & excursions; establishment of community learning centres; awareness generation meetings in villages; social mobilization campaigns; packaged services – village health camps / ANC – PNC / Immunization / health check-ups & follow-ups; mobile services – door-to-door awareness / birth registration / family orientation on child rearing and nutrition etc. 

· Involvement of Civil Society: Orientation of local social organizations; orientation of religious leaders & organizations and their motivation; orientation of the local Panchayat (Statutory bodies) members etc. 

· Encouraging the girls to Participate: Orientation of girls in child-to-child survey and village mapping; orientation of the formal school participants on the issues of the non-school-going children etc.

· Promoting Gender Equity in Education: Setting up of girls’ education centres (Early Child Education/Non-Formal Education etc.); meeting with govt. schools; capacity building of women in (i) leadership roles (ii) SHG promotion & management (iii) credit & savings management (iv) skill development (v) development of enterprise groups owned and managed by women and so on.

· Integration with External Agencies & Lobbying: Linkage with Panchayat and financial institutions and nationalized banks; government departments; Export Promotional Council of India; University Departments like Dept. of Food Processing, fishery & animal husbandry

· Encouraging the Media: Informal meetings and discussions with the local and regional press clubs ; organizing competitions of press reporting ; organizing debates on issues of media images                     

· Preparation of Plans: Formulation of Immediate / Intermediate and Long Term Plan Perspectives on girls’ issues and community preparedness to protect the girls from criminalization.   

3. Information about the organization proposing the project:

In 1961, a group of like-minded educated youths of Baradrone village started a rural library to serve the needs of needy, curious and meritorious students by providing materials and free tuition education. That library which was known as CHHATRA HITAISHI PATHAGAR (Students’ Library) was the first phase of Baradrone Social Welfare Institution (BSWI) that has now become a resplendent rural development organization in South 24 Parganas district in West Bengal. The library soon felt the need of providing more services leading to poverty eradication. The organization started confronting various local issues ranging from health to communal forces. In 1976, the library was registered under the West Bengal Societies’ Act as BARADRONE SOCIAL WELFARE INSTITUTION. Over a period of term, the BSWI outlook has been transformed from that of a Service Provider to that of an Opportunity Provider. Consequently, towards sustaining the momentum of various people’s programs, the programme participants are involved in various stages of planning-implementation-monitoring-evaluation. So far, BSWI has successfully implemented more than 40 projects funded by national and international funding agencies, private trusts and Government. Total amount of financial assistance received by BSWI so far is Rs. 458.81 lakhs. Of the foreign funding agencies, the longest partnership of BSWI was with Action Aid India (15 years) and then with Oxfam India Trust (12 years). Others are Bread For the World (Germany); Ford Foundation (USA); Institute of International Education (IIE – USA); Irish Government; Japan Government etc. BSWI has been partnering with the Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, since last 17 years. It now works in 65 villages of Malda and South 24 Parganas district, West Bengal.  

BSWI is governed by the Indian Societies’ Act (XXVI of 1961) and it is registered with the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act of Govt. of India. BSWI enjoys the exemption under Section 80G of Indian Income Tax Act. Besides, BSWI is registered with the West Bengal Professional Tax Act, a registered institution under the Khadi & Village Industries Commission India. BSWI has owned national award as “Outstanding Rural Development Organization”. 

