Centre for Women’s Development and Research- CWDR

Education to Empower 500 Women and Adolescent girls
Update April 2008

Three years have gone after the Tsunami disaster, it is one of the worst disasters of the world, and in fact Tamilnadu had never experienced such disasters.  It is also one of the best examples of how human beings come together and rebuild their lives even after such a worst disaster.  Tsunami disaster rehabilitation work is a great learning for us and also for many NGOs, it helped us to understand our strengths and weakness in rehabilitation work.   In general we are happy about our achievements.  Nearly 1000 women and 3000 adolescent girls and children benefitted from our programmes from January 2005.  We are continuing our work with women, adolescent girls and single women.   We have created two permanent training centres one in Nelangarai village near Chennai city and another one in Paniyur village, Edaikazhinadu Panchayath.    In this project phase that is from April 2007 onwards we could able to help 100 women with trainings and seed money to strengthen their livelihood sources and provided life skill and sexuality education to 150 adolescent  girls. CWDR had been working in these fishing villages even before Tsunami disaster, the only thing is after Tsunami the focus was shifted from women’s development to Tsuanmi rehabilitation work, but of course we addressed women’s issues in rehabilitation work.  So now we are in the process of shifting the focus from rehabilitation work to more of gender issues, women’s development, girl children’s education. 

Income generation programmes for Women: 
We are continuing our activities with women, we are organising regular meetings and trainings for them in our 12 working villages. We have organized different alternative income generation programmes like mushroom growing, soap cleaning solution making, screen printing and food processing nearly 150 women participated in this programmes.    Out of these women 100 women, most of them are single women (widows or destitute women) were given loans to start new business or to strengthen their business.  After three years of  rehabilitation work now we feel that this is the right time to educate  women about the gender issues and equality.  So in most of meetings and trainings the focus was on women’s issues in the community.  During 25th November to 10th December that is from International Day to Eliminate the violence against women on 25th Novemeber to International Human Rights day on December 10th, our staff members and adolescent girls performed street plays to educate women and community about the importance of eliminating violence against women.  Women also visited Pondicherry, there they visited different income generation programmes at Aurovillae and M.S.Swaminathan Research Centre.   In addition to that we have also organized two trainings on disaster preparedness one for women and another for  adolescent girls. 80 women and adolescent girls participated in these  programmes.
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Women learning to make toilet soap
Recently Government of India Ministry of  Environment had announced a proposed new  CZM-Coastal Zone Management plan,  already the fishing community is opposing this saying that would affect the traditional fishing and deny their livelihood sources.  Our women’s group members participated in the campaign activities like rallies, human chain and meetings organized by State level networks opposing CZM-Coastal Management plan.  All our rural area trainings are conducted in our new training centre ‘Maithri’ at Paniyur village.
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Single women(widow) beneficiary
Life skill and sexuality education for adolescent girls: 
We are continuing our life skill and sexuality education for adolescent girls.  Nearly 200 adolescnt girls participated in the weekend workshops. In our training centre “Maithri” at Paniyur and Thiruvanmiyur we are continuing our on going trainings in computer skills and dress making, nearly 150 girls benefitted from these trainings. We have also organized short term trainings in screen printing, paper bag making, palm leaf product making, embroidery.  We have initiated “Snehidi” adolescent girls associations in these villages and all the adolescent girls who participated in our trainings are members of it. We have also created a website www.snehidhi.org in Tamil for adolescent girls, the site has sexuality education, self development, tuition,  doctors page, question and answer and their own pages.  We have also organized a street theatre training for adolescent girls, 25 girls participated in this programme.   They performed street play educating the public about women’s rights particularly the effects of violence against women and the importance of eliminating it. 
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Girl performing street plays
Story of Devi

Devi is nineteen years old and studies in 9th standard, usually girls at this age will be in class 12.  Her mother Sundari is a widow, Devi has two elder sisters both are married and living separately in the city.  Her elder brother, their family’s only hope committed suicide.  Two years back we met her in women’s meeting she was sitting with her mother, no one would miss her smiling face.  Suddenly we realized that it is a week day and most of the children are in the school and Devi is sitting in this meeting.  We talked with her and find out that she had dropped out of school from 7th Standard and not going to school, her mother stopped her going to school because she reached her puberty at that year.  She very much wanted to go back to school, but does not know what to do.  We talked with her mother and also talked with the local school headmaster and got admission in 7th standard.  Even though education upto high school is free in Tamilnadu, it involves other expenses like buying books, uniform, dresses, so we helped her getting all these things.  She was so happy, we thought everything is alright and she will continue her education. 
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Devi reading a book in our centre 
Suddenly one day we heard the news that Devi’s marriage is fixed, she was hardly 15 at that time.  We met her mother and discussed about the impact of this marriage on Devi’s life, but she was not listening to our point, but the problem is even the local village panchayath (traditional village council) came for her support, saying that being a single women it is a burden for her to keep a grown up girl at home, it is better to marry her off.  But finally using a local police and telling her mother and village council that she is under 18 years and child marriage is illegal we could able to stop her marriage.  Now she continues her education.  Her mother Sundari is our women’s group member she got a loan to start selling fish.  She is always worried about Devi according to her a grown up girl at home is a burden suspicious of Devi never allows her to talk with boys.  We are trying to explain her about our life skill and sexuality education to adolescent girls and how she can help Devi to become confidant and take her own decisions.  
Future plan and help needed

As mentioned earlier Three years have gone after Tsunami and for most of the outside people it is very distant in their memories, moreover people think the rehabilitation work is over; new houses are built, boats and nets are given to people, normal life is returned.  But there are hundreds of Devis and Sundaris in Tsunami affected villages, where people think girls are burden on families, so they are stopped from schools after puberty and married off, even to marry most of them take huge loans or sell their assets to give dowry. We just want to change this situation educate the community that girls are not liabilities but assets of the family and community and also make sure that girls continue their education and marry at 21 years or at least after 18 years.  For that we are trying to equip the girls with life skill and sexuality education and help women to become economically self sufficient so that they can help their daughters to become confident and independent. So to achieve these goals we need the support of people.  10 $ can help the girls to buy books, 20$ can help her to learn computer skills, 100$ can help one years education.
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