Denkanikottai  a selection grade panchayat town in Krishnagiri district in the state of Tamil Nadu, is one  India's most socially and economically backward areas. Irula tribes live in 42 villages, most of which are located at the edge of forests. 

Nirnaya’s has been continuously supporting the existing women’s and child projects of the Rural Development Council (RDC) in Denkanikottai Taluk, Krishnagiri District, Tamil Nadu since 2002.

The village lacked basic amenities such as drinking water, housing, roads, electricity, public transport, PDS, schools or health care facilities nor did they have any government entitlement like community certificates, voters ID, family cards etc. Lack of childcare centers and health care facilities, denial of supplementary nutrition, immunization and safe delivery facilities stood as reasons of infant and maternal deaths.Development programs meant for tribes, it is argued, fail to reach them, as they live in geographical isolation. They have thus remained excluded from the fruits of development.
With the long term support of Nirnaya, RDC has been able to make new inroads into the tribal area in Denkanikottai, Krishnagiri Dt.  It has been able to win community support and form groups for the social, economic wellbeing of the Irula Tribal community.

With respect to the girl child, Nirnaya through RDC has raised the aspirations of children who never thought they would even see a school – children who were mostly running around neglected and dirty.  These girls aspire to become District Collectors, Medical Doctors and Teachers in the effort to promote and strengthen their own “Scheduled Tribe community” this is indeed an effort that must be supported at any cost.  On the First International Girl Child Day there were 70 girls between the ages of 8-15 present at the meeting they were neatly dressed and had prepared little skits, dances and songs.

It goes without saying that enabling these children to realize their full creative potential and dreams is critical for sustaining India’s economic growth and accelerating human development. Not all children have benefited equitably from the remarkable progress and transformation that the country has witnessed in recent years. Tens of millions tribal children still face basic challenges of survival and healthy development.

Such a state of development in tribal society is a combination of various factors that have a bearing on the well-being of tribal children. Malnutrition is one such malaise afflicting the tribal children. Poverty, low literacy, unsafe drinking water, poor environment, lack of sanitation, lack of basic health facilities as well as traditional beliefs and customs adds to malnutrition in tribal children. Widespread malnutrition exposes these children to infection and infectious diseases, resulting in high mortality among them. 

A study with the support of a medical team on height, weight and nutrition aspects clearly indicates that children between 0 and 5 years and 80 per cent of pregnant women in Kodagarai, Thozhuvapetta and Kottayurkoil hamlets are malnourished, look pale and almost 70 per cent of them are severely anemic.

Education is still a distant dream  for the tribal children. Literacy is very low and less than 2% in many tribal areas. Poverty, family illiteracy, lack of resources and social backwardness are also major contributing factors to this.

According to surveys, out of 1,394 Irula children only 83 are going to school. The children are ready to go to school, but they have to travel at least 15 to 20 km from their hamlets atop the hills. Most times tribal parents do not wish to educate their children because they think that investment in education for their children is considered mere waste of time and resources, and this is most relevant as far as their girl child is concerned. Education of the girl child for them is a bad investment, as she is bound to marry and leave home one day and live with her husband’s family. Parent’s illiteracy, domestic labor, helping parents in their occupation, care and siblings, social taboos on the onset of puberty, sex discrimination from parents are the main factors of school dropouts and that of female illiteracy.

Child marriages which were a norm in medieval India are also widely prevalent in these tribes and this seriously impedes the development of the children, although it impacts the girl child with a stronger incidence and intensity.  It hampers her physical, mental, emotional and psychological development. It limits the child’s freedom to decision making, access to education, life skills and therefore to better opportunities in life, growth and empowerment. The girl child becomes especially vulnerable to domestic violence, early widowhood, trafficking and other forms of abuse.

Further adolescent girls in India are a particularly disadvantaged group in relation to sexual and reproductive health due to their ignorance of matters related to sexuality, lack of factual knowledge about contraception, early marriage and child birth. Adolescence is shrouded in myths and misconceptions about sexual health and sexuality. In Indian culture, talking about sex is taboo. Consequently, little information is provided to adolescents about sexual health. Instead, young people learn more about sexual and reproductive health from uninformed sources, which results in the perpetuation of myths and misconceptions about puberty, menstruation, physiological and body changes, sexual intercourse, and STIs. In India, one-half of all young women are thought to be sexually active by the time they are 18, and almost one in five are sexually active by the time they are 15. There are approximately 10 million pregnant adolescents and adolescent mothers throughout India at any given time. 

The issues surrounding tribal children are not only to be addressed in terms of research but more importantly in terms of practical action. These issues are steeped in several multi-dimensional social, economic, cultural, community related aspects and Nirnaya can play a crucial role by supplementing the efforts of the state agencies by:

· Protecting and promoting the rights of Irula tribal girl child in terms of education, health and childhood, with dignity.

· Providing pre-school education with nutritious food and drink for children  thereby addressing issues of malnutrition.
· Sensitizing and educating the community to prevent child marriages and fight against child labor.

· Providing informal education (tuition) and after school care closer to their dwellings as the schools and education though provided by the Government is insufficient and of poor quality and there is a need to supplement this to enable the children to progress to the mainstream schools.

· Providing training  and workshops on reproductive health and hygiene as well as encouraging dialogue on physiological and psychological changes that the girls experience during adolescence and encouraging girls to spread this knowledge with their peers in rural areas. 

· Empowering girls through information, life skills provision  and capacity building.

Above all there is a need for the change in the mindset of the society which largely perceives the girl child to be a burden on the families due to the poor socio-economic status of the tribals. Creating such a culture is the need of the hour.
Budget US$5000

	S.No
	Line item
	Cost per unit 
	Total cost

	1
	Awareness meetings of girls – 4 in a year
	250 x 4
	1000

	2
	Health drink for 200 girls – for 12 months
	50 x 12
	600

	3
	Tuition costs inclusive of rental space, tutors’ fees, sitting mats, blackboard, notebooks and pens – for 6 centers
	150 x 6
	900

	4
	Sensitization campaigns – 4 in a year
	100 x 4
	400

	5


	Training & capacity building – 6 centers – computers, Spoken English, soft skills, dressmaking, fabric painting


	350 x 6
	2100


