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Adivasi women resolve to change

State perspective on employment
Javali (Tal. Sagbara, Dist. Narmadanagar, Gujrat), March 5, 2005: 

Over 15,000 adivasi women on Saturday (March 5, 2005) resolved to force the state make a paradigm shift in its employment perspective by linking employment with rights over natural resources and called for immediate amendments aimed at that direction in the draft Right to Employment Bill prepared by the ruling United Progressive Alliance at the centre.

Punarvasan Sangharsh Samiti organised Adivasi Mahila Sankalp Parishad at Javali in the Sagbara block of Narmadanagar district in Gujrat to commemorate the International Women’s Day. This is the fourth such convention. Presided over by Zeelabai Vasava, the convention wast attended by veteran socialist leader Bhai Vaidya, Sudhatai Varde, MLA Mahesh Vasava and President of Adivasi Ekta Parishad Ashok Chaudhari. 

The issue in focus this year was right to employment and its link with rights over resources that create employment and right to life. Highly thought-provoking speeches by adivasi women activists including Zeelabai, Nayanaben and Bhanagabai, set the tone of the convention. Narrating the sad story of their plight since mythological days, the women meticulously brought to fore the link between lack of resources of life – lack of employment – lack of developmental avenues and the continuation of their misery. Often mixing the speeches with spontaneous poetry the women elaborated the ground realities and how they do not at all represent in the policies adopted by the governments in the name of their welfare. 

Coming down on the draft of bill prepared by the National Advisory Council of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government, it was pointed out that the act would be effective only in providing food twice a day, however it remains silent on the problem of rights of the oppressed communities over resources that create employment. Restricting employment rights to food twice a day is a slap in the face of the poor, they said. The speakers called for change in the government’s perspective in tackling this problem. 

Stating that injustice meted out against the adivasis has resulted in struggles for independent states like Jharkhand, Uttaranchal, Chhatisagarh etc, Bhai Vaidya said that in future if the adivasis from Maharashtra and Gujrat rise for the same demand, they couldn’t be blamed. The blame lies at the ruling class, he stated. In fact, he added, the adivasis should mobilise themselves in this direction. Sudhatai Varde, Mahesh Vasava, Ashok chaudhari also spoke on the occasion. 

Four years ago (March 8, 2001) over two thousand women from adivasi villages in Maharashtra assembled under the banner of Punarvasan Sangharsh Samiti at a convention in Ambabari (Tal. Akkalkuwa, Dist. Nandurbar) and proclaimed self-rule in their villages. The process took another step in 2003 when at another convention the women resolved to fight for their health and hygiene rights. In 2004, third such convention resolved to fight against the cruel and inhuman practice of witchcraft – declaring a woman a witch and killing her. Every year the number of women participating in the convention (titled as Sankalp Melava) rose significantly. This year too was no exception. And yet another feather was added this year. For the last three years the convention was held in Maharashtra. This year it was Gujrat, with adivasi women from villages in that state joining hands with those from Maharashtra in their fight. The crossing of borders of state is, though a small, an important event. More than 15,000 women from over 300 villages in this bordering region of Maharashtra and Gujrat attended the convention held at Javali in the Sagbara block of the Narmadanagar district. Although the convention are held on the International Women’s day every year, this year it was preponed to March 5 as the all important Devmogra yatra came on that day.

The convention resolved that

The Right to Employment Act proposed by the Union Government should comprise the following- 

1. Rights over natural resources in and around village/s should belong to the village/s and after determining the rights of people arising out of these land reallocation should be carried out. Special provision for rehabilitation and rights over forestland and vatan lands with respect to people displaced under development projects.

2. Every village would map the resources in and around it and prepare a five-year village development plan. A provision for effective implementation of the plan should be made which in turn would be implemented under the Right to Employment Act. 

3. While preparing the plan the employment need of all the people of the village should be taken into account. The five-year village development model should be brought into force under the Right to Employment Act. 

4. Adivasi, Dalit, oppressed and deprived people of the villages should be accorded the right of management, appropriate use and protecting of the natural resources in and around their villages. 

These reflect the perspective of the employment right that we want. We resolve, at this convention held on the occasion of the International Women’s Day, that the draft bill on Right to Employment should be modified and amended to incorporate the suggestions put forward by us. Instead of giving alms in the form of wages to the people the act should provide employment linked to their right over resources and life. 

Adivasi Mahila Sankalp Parishad also resolved that

1. People from 182 villages submerged under the Ukai dam and who have not been rehabilitated for the last three years should be immediately rehabilitated. 

2. All the rehabilitated forest villages should be accorded revenue village status. 

3. Land for agriculture should be allotted to the oustees. 

4. Rights of the adivasis over forestland that have not been recorded for a long time now should immediately be accorded.

5. Allocation for health and education should be raised so as to provide appropriate and adequate quality facilities.

