The United Front—a
pastiche of
parties,
the Left—is
of winning the
elections. it projects
Jyoti Basu as the
PM. But as we all
know, a *historical
blunder’ is around
the corner.

crore rupees: the amount
the Delhi government spent
on an eleven-minute show at
the Commonwealth Games
closing ceremony in
Melbourne. The athlete’s
allowance was reduced to
from $50 to $20 per day.

crore rupees: Mumbaikars
pay as taxes per year.

Rs 1,000 crore is what the
government spends on
infrastructure. In South

Bombay alone, where the

population density is 43,989
people per sq km, about
Rs 300 crore is spent.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE -
Chennamma |

ERE
COMES
THE SUN

Barefoot women power engineers are
spreading the light in a rural Andhra
engulfed in despair by farmer suicides

by Usha Rai

ILL A FEW YEARS AGO, CHENNAMMA AND

Yelamma were stone-crushers. Kalavati

and Zayda were house maids working
on the campus of the National Institute for
Rural Development (NirD) at Rajendranagar,
Hyderabad. Today, they are barefoot solar
engineers who not only make and maintain
solar iamps but have travelled out to Paderu
Mancal of Vishakapatnam to help 124 house-
holds in Pusalapalem and Thamingula vil-
lages get solar power and establish a one-
kilowatt powerhouse for street lighting.

Brightly dressed in colourful cotton saris
and reporting for work at the rural energy
workshop between 9.30 and 10 am every
day—including Sundavs when they have to
execute an order for solar lamps and panels
—these women represent the face of chang-
ing India. In a country steeped with reports
of farmer and weaver suicides and large-scale
unemployment, they present hope. Chenna-
mma and her team have formed the Women
Barefoot Solar Engineers Association (\WBSEA)
and are the harbingers of change. Like Norti
Bai of the Social Work Rescarch Centre
(SwWre) at Tilonia in Rajasthan, who maps
on computers the water available in the vil-
lages of Ajmer district, Chennamma,
Zayda and the others have shown that they
car use the latest technologies for
improving village life.
In fact, it was Bunker Roy

of swrc who, on a visit to
the NirD, offered to train

the women and help them set up the rural
energy workshop and a five-kilowatt solar
power-generating unit. So Chennamma,
Yelamma, Kalavati and Zayda made several
trips to Tilonia between ’02 and ’04 and
trained to be solar engineers. Thev learnt to
fabricate, wire and set up solar energy sys-
tems. The workshop at the Rural Technology
Park at NIRD is a production-cum-training and
maintenance facility. Each woman has assem-
bled 1,000 solar lamps, costing Rs 3,500 a
piece. It takes two days to assemble one lamp,
says Chennamma, the president of wassta.
They also prepare small solar power circuits.
Of the 586,000-0dd villages in the country,
140,000 to 150,000 still need to be electrified.
Inremote villages, it’s ditficult and ex pensiva

to supply them power from the grid.
Impressed by the baretoot women engi-
neers, the Andhra Pradesh Tribal Power
Company Ltd commissioned the wssEA to
provide solar energy to the tribal hamlets of
Pusalapalem and Thamingula. Chennamma
and the others have trained local women in
the maintenance of the systems. The solar
power generated is enough tc provide two
lights, one fan and ensure the functioning of
one black and white TV set for five hours
every day. Each household that has a solar
connection pays Rs 1000 as installation
charges and Rs 100 a month for niaintenance
The money is entruste: to the vittage cnergy

and environment committ
Can tribal househelds ivest Rs 1,000 on
a solar facility? Of the 120 housecholds, 80
have paid the full amount. 18 have paid part
of the money and the rest are trying to raise
loans from local self-help groups.
Chennamma and her team
earn anything from Rs 2,400
to Rs 3.000 a month. Life
is looking up. o
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~ A blow for women’s rights

~ Continued from page 1

given to a panchayat member and the mar-
riage register is with the panchayats, the
whole process gets easier.

But Ganga Gupta has a word of caution.
Since there is social sanction for child mar-
riages, panchayats could register even
child marriages without any qualms. But
if registration of births and marriages are
given to the same organisation, it would
deter them from registering a child mar-
riage—there would be proof of age of the
child in their own register of births.

Dr George Mathew of the Indian Social
Institute maintains that equality of gender
cannot be enforced in a patriarchal socie-

ty without law. Property rights, right to

maintenance and other rights in the fami-
ly including the right over children need a
legal base. Mandatory registration of

marriages will restrain wayward men who
have multiple relations and are disturbing
the harmony in society. The victims ‘are
invariably women. Now their rights will
be protected. With six state governments
enforcing the two-child policy for those
seeking elections to local panchayat bod-
ies, there have been umpteen cases of men
abandoning their wives ‘when she is
expecting her third child. This large scale
disowning of wives to stay on in elected
bodies has been recorded in Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana and the other
states by Nirmala Buch, former Chief Sec-
retary, Madhya Pradesh. When expecting
her third child, the wife of a panchayat
leader was sent off to her parents.

When he did not come to fetch her for
several months after the birth of the third
child, she rushed home and found he was
living with another woman who he pub-

licly claimed was his wife. Many women
are compelled to abort the third child so
that the man’s political ambitions can be
met and he stays on in the elected office.
Now with mandatory registration of mar-
riages, disowning of wives for political
ambitions will also be checked.

The biggest benefactors of the mandato-
1y registration of marriages will be those
who marry under the Hindu Marriage Act
where there is no legal compulsion. Chris-
tian marriages are all registered in the
church by the priest. So are Muslim mar-
riages — the nikhanama has the signature
of the Kazi. Parsi marriages too enter a

* book of records. However, all these regis-

tered marriages should be under the
umbrella of a master register. This may
well be the first step for working towards
a Uniform Civil Code.

However, Shruti Pandey is not all

gung ho about the Supreme Court order.
What happens if a woman is not able to
register her marriage and is not aware
of the law. An unregistered marriage,
she warns, becomes zero in law. So
before the law comes into force it is
important for the public — and women
in particular — to have the information,
education and empowerment to ask for
the registration of their marriage. Does
a village woman have the voice to insist
on marriage registration? What are the
consequences of non-registration? Does
the marriage then become ‘no mar-
riage’ because she has no paper to sup-
port her status? In a society where the
government system works, marriage
registration is fine. But it is not in a soci-
ety like India where paper work is dif-
ficult, says Shruti. ‘A bad law is worse
than no law.”
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