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“Each of us has a mission; each of us is called to change the world, to
work for a culture forged by love and respect for the dignity of each human
person.”



India today

The following introduction is a profile of the conditions that prevail in the country where the
Veerni Project is active in its .iispgagiqularlg
important to understand the context so as to ensure that the girls of the Veerni Institute are
equipped to stand up to these challenges and claim their human rights and take their place in
Indian society.

India continues to play a larger role in the international stage, with its inclusion at the G20
meetings and as a guest member to the G8. India“ s e c o theolhfyargdst $n the world and
is developing at an 8.6% to 9% annual rate. However, and the word seems to apply every year

of

t hat goes by, poverty r eNaaan onb ask aqureeivea Whstherb i g g e st

there is a continuing North-South divide. Does the Indian economy that caters to a population
400 percent larger than the US on a GDP 14 times smaller, continue to belong to the South?
According to the late Dr. Arun Sengupta, 77% of the population remains“ poor and
and over 400 million remain very poor and live on less than 20 rupees a day. 60 million Indians
have grown obscenely prosperous in the past 20 years with a per capita income that matches
America. But the fact is that India stands at 119 on the UN Human Development, not 8 or 20.

Forty-seven percent of Indian children under five suffer from severe to moderate malnutrition.
Nine out of ten pregnant women are anemic. India adds more hungry children to the world *
population than the rest of the world put together. And the Oxford Institute of Multi-
Dimensional Poverty Studies irrefutably shows that on almost every human development index,
eight of the most populous states of India are worse than almost any sub-Saharan African state.
(Shankar Aiyar —2010)

At the same time, India spends $20 billion on defense, $760 million this year on its space
program and has its own overseas aid budget of some $500 million to underdeveloped countries.

What are the main challenges?

Illiteracy

Illiteracy is the greatest drawback an individual can suffer in a world where time and space are
read via clocks, signs and maps, where books inform you of history, philosophy and art and
newspapers of all else.

Yet, despite all its progress, India currently has the largest illiterate population of any nation on
earth. Despite government programs, India's literacy rate increased only "sluggishly,” and a
1990 study estimated that it would take until 2060 for India to achieve universal literacy at the
current rate of progress.

As a result, universal literacy remains a chimera on a distant horizon, yet it has to be the most
important step forward. The average literacy remains stuck at 65% and female literacy hovering
at 33% in many regions.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illiteracy

Investing i n women“s | iteracy carries very high re
also deepen it by not only teaching students with a rote learning approach but also in developing
critical thought, engaging in debate so that they can envision change in the future.

Population

The Indian population stands at 1,173,108,018 as the second most populous state in the world
(July 2010 estimate). The median age is 25.9 years making it one of the youngest countries in
the world. The total fertility rate is 2.65 children per woman, adding 21.75 million people per
year.

Sex Ratio - an alarming scenario for the future

The sex ratio continues to be a major problem in India. If we study the age structure in 2010
estimates, between the ages of 0-14 years, the male population is 187 million and the female
165, with a shortfall of 22 million women and in the ages of 15-64, the population is 384 million
male and 359 female with a shortfall of 25 million. This is a total of 47 million missing women
in the 0 to 64 age group.

As a comparison, in the West, women outnumber men by at least 3%. In contrast, India has
almost 8% more men than women. The question for India is what sort of future it faces without
enough women. According to two academics, Valerie M. Hudson and Andrea Den Boer, a
generation of men unable to find wives has already emerged. In their book, Bare Branchesthey
write of men who will never marry and have children. It is these men, they say, who are already
largely responsible for social unrest in those areas where women are in short supply.

Indian scholars have noted a growing relationship between sex ratios and violent crime in Indian
states. When potential wives are scarce, it is the least-skilled and educated men who are left on
the shelf. Hudson and Den Boer put forward a scenario where large areas of India could be
overrun by this under-class, with marauding groups of under-educated testosterone-high youths

wreaking havoc. “1t owi || me an says Ben Baerncg-er mas c
authorand | ecturer in International Politics at t
behavior when they settle down. Thosetogrowing
congregateandt ake part i n stealing, gangs, bootleggin

In villages across the flat plains of north India, two decades of widespread female foeticide is
already felt by thousands of families who cannot find brides for their sons. One local leader in
the state of Haryana likened the lack of marriageable women to the shortage of grain in a
famine.

It is perverse that the response to the catastrophe has seen women from poorer states being
traded like a commodity by bride traffickers. As little as 10,000 rupees ($220) is paid to
impoverished families in Bihar, West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh for a daughter who will
supposedly be found a job in a more prosperous part of India. The reality is that she will be sold
into a forced marriage to a family in a richer state.



The groups providing support to trafficked brides are overwhelmed by the extent of the problem.
“We " r e | osisaygRati Kaet, execative direetqr 8f Shakti Vahini, an organization
working on the ramifications of female

foeti
bet we

these families are doingnothi ng wr ong. There®"s collusion

and it"s destroying the whole soci al fabri

Why does nobody point out that female foeticide is a particularly vicious form of violence
against women?

Child Marriage

Despite laws against child marriage, the prevalence among urban girls is 29% and 56%
among rural girls. According to a Brahmin lady | interviewed in the village of Setrawa, a child
marriage took place recently at night and the girl was 10. She has already been sent to her in-
laws but came back and will be sent again at the age of 15. The various agencies in the village
do not take any action including the child development agencies. The Sarpanch (head of the
local community government of which 33% are meant to be women) does not take a position as
it would lose him votes. The only way to change these practices is by raising awareness, but it
is often the case that the people who hold meetings and try to denounce child marriages are
running a risk and are regularly insulted. The main castes who conduct these marriages are the
OBC (other backward castes), scheduled castes (untouchables) and scheduled tribes (tribal). The
general castes which include Brahmins, Jains and Rajupts among others have overall stopped the
practice. It is still a concern that 11 of the girls in the Institute are child brides. They come from
the communities mentioned above. These marriages cannot be cancelled and the only hope is to
delay the age at which these girls will be sent to their husbands and in-laws. If they can access
either college or vocational training, and start earning money, they will be able to join their
husbands when they are older and more empowered to stand for their rights. Rajasthan has one
of the highest rates of child marriage in India. Change is taking place as many victims of child
marriage are determined to allow the next generation to finish school before marriage. In some
cases, children are legally married but allowed to remain in their family until they reach the
legal age of 18. A rising middle class who invest in educating their children are helping to turn
the trend away from this tradition. While the rate of change is far from ideal this does signify a
shift.

Marriage and dowries

At the heart of the matter lies the most sacred institution in Indian life: marriage. New money
has raised the price of wedlock, a ritual still governed by the past. Not only do most Indians
believe in arranged marriage, in which dowry payments are made; there is also a widespread
acceptance of the inequality between bride-givers and bride-takers.

The bride"s side, according to convent.i
f ami | y. Indiathat tandlaey ifitcsan ever more expensive gift list of consumer goods.
Inthe past, ab r i dathet vgould have been expected to give gold. Today it is jewelry, fridges,

on

cars and foreign holidays-and t he bride®"s family may end

lives.
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A son, by contrast, is an asset to his family. Even leaving aside the wealth his bride will bring, a
boy will retain the family - and the caste - name. He will also inherit the property, and is seen as
a way of securing parent-care in old age.

Indians most often view the girl child as a burden, an investment without return. A favorite

Hi ndi saying transl|l ates as: “Having CGuneofi r |

the results is that women themselves face immense family pressure to get rid of the girl in the
womb.

No one has any quick-fix answers to deeply held and pervasive prejudices against women. The
question for India is whether educated girls like the Veerni girls will be empowered to make the
right choices to change the age old customs that subsist in modern India.

Family Planning

Contraception continues to be predominantly female sterilization, and represents 76% of all
family planning. Condom use stands at 13% and male sterilization at a paltry 2%. Other
methods are still minimal. The use of sterilization for women remains in many ways
counterproductive in limiting population growth as it is often carried out on women who have
several children, after giving birth to the required two sons. Importantly sterilization does not
protect women against diseases and HIV/AIDS. When a woman is married to a migrant worker
who spends many months of the year in cities such as Mumbai, and Chennai where prostitution
is rife, she cannot enforce condom use on her husband when he visits. As a result, although she
knows she is vulnerable to HIVV/AIDS or infections, she is powerless to protect herself.

It seems scandalous that after so many years, women do not have a method of protection that
combines anti conception and a protection from disease.

We have to ask ourselves, what is the medical world waiting for? Where are the promised
methods that will help women control their fertility and at the same time keep them free of
infections?

Health

Despite continuous improvements in health indicators, progress is slow and has not matched the
impressive gains in economic growth during the past decade. India compares poorly with other
countries of similar economic development. Infant mortality, maternal mortality rates are
declining but slowly. India spends only 1% of its GDP on health, one of the lowest in the world,
lower than neighboring Bangladesh. There is pressure to increase it to 2 or 3% but it has not
happened as yet. In addition, the government has been withdrawing from the sector of public
health — in effect privatizing healthcare. The result is that vast sections of the poor have no
access to affordable good healthcare. The argument that economic growth will eventually enable
the people to get necessary medical facilities overlooks the fact that wherever people enjoy good
healthcare, it is by and large the state which is the provider as it is in most of the West.

Maternal mortality rates remain high at 450 per 100,000 live births. 68,000 women die of
pregnancy related causes every year while infant mortality rates are over 50 per thousand.
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Despite the largest nutrition program in the world, child malnutrition rates have remained
unchanged for nearly two decades. There are many worrying health indicators such as TB,
malaria, polio and dengue fever and although the prevalence of HIV has reduced, it still poses a
significant burden. Health delivery and public health accountability remain a challenge in India
if the country is to meet the MDG goals.

Additionally, one of the main reasons for the endemic poverty of a large section of the

population is the high cost the poor incur for medical treatment. The only source of funds is
often the money lenders, leaving some of them in debt for the rest of their lives.

Adolescent girls

This paragraph is key to the work of Veerni.

UNICEF coins adolescence in the State of the World6 s Chil dReport a2 01 1

fadol eisacne nacgee of opportunityo.
Yet this is hardly the case for many of the worldd girls.

According to TheSunday Times of Indi&ebruary 27, 2011, India has the largest population of
adolescents in the world. It accounts for 20% of the global population of the 1.2 billion
adolescents. Unfortunately, India happens to have the largest proportion of underweight
adolescent girls, about 47%. Teenage girls are still subjected to early marriages and childbirth,
hence the high maternal mortality rate among other risks. Adolescent girls are also experiencing
higher rates of domestic violence and are more susceptible to the risks of HIV/AIDS.

In India, 56% of adolescent girls are anemic. We see this in the Veerni project as high numbers
of the girls arrive at the Institute anemic at the age of 12. Such large proportions being
underweight and anemic have serious implications during pregnancy which is a significant risk
since about 30% of the girls of 15 -19 years are married or in a union. Also, 3 in 5 women ages
20-49 were married as adolescents compared to one in 5 men and over one in 5 women ages 20-
24 has given birth before the age of 18.

Secondary schooling for girls remains low and many girls work their way through childhood and
adolescence.

Adolescence for these girls is a time when poverty and inequity is passed on to the next
generation.

I often quote the “invisibility of gir]l
when they give birth. What happens to them in between these two indicators, through the key
years of adolescence when their bodies experience the biggest changes of their lives, is most
often ignored and undocumented, hence the importance of programs that not only address
maternal health but the health of the girl child and the adolescent girls, so that she starts
motherhood in good health. This has to be the key to safe motherhood. Addressing only the
mother“s health in pregnancy ignores what has taken place before and can only correct, if she is
lucky, the physical problems that are endangering her life in pregnancy. I call this the band-aid
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approach. Much of medicine in the developing world is based on curing ills that are easily
prevented - curative versus preventive.

Prevention and care wil | change women®"s | ives.

Greater investment in education, health and other measures are vital to improve the lives of girls
& women but education remains the key as an educated young woman will find her voice to
make the changes that will affect her future.

We do have to ask the important question: When
issue and how long are we going to have to wait until politicians develop the political will to

ensure that women have the right to lead lives free from coercion, and violence, to be

educated, to have access to the workplace; in one word take their rightful place in society?

The world can only be a better place when that day comes and all of Indian society will

benefit.

The Veerni Institute

The Veerni Institute is the main activity of the Veerni project as Veerni sees secondary
education as a priority and the most important route to social change.

THE EFFECTS OF SECONDARY EDUCATION FOR GIRLS

We know that allowing Indian girls a secondary education will change their opportunities and
choices, and will affect not just their own lives, but their families, communities, the economy,
democratic institutions and the political process. The subsequent changes in society will benefit
all of India because investing in wome n “ s |willthave apositive ripple effect on all
development indicators.



The international community has defined what is coined the Gender Metric - the pay-off for
women" s e mpoewfethre keg fintdings is that educating a girl one year beyond the
national average boosts her earning power between 10 and 29%; countries with higher levels of
female secondary-school enrollment have lower infant mortality, lower rates of HIV and AIDS
infection, and better child nutrition; when women earn their own money, they spend on their
families at more than twice the rate of men.

There is an urgent need from the international community of donors and governments as
well as national governments for increased commitments to literacy especially for girls and
women. There are still one billion illiterate in the world of which 2/3 are women.

There are presently 97 girls in the Veerni Institute. 17 girls are from the scheduled caste
(untouchables), 15 from OBC (Other backward caste) and 65 from general caste. There are 11
girls who are child brides, ten scheduled caste and one OBC.

The girls attend the BZS (Brigadier Zabar Singh) School in the mornings and in the afternoon
have a tutoring schedule, particularly in Mathematics, Science, English, Economics and
Commerce. Extra tutoring in all subjects is organized for the weaker students. They play sports;
have sewing and craft lessons; and computer training for Classes 10, 11 and 12.

Dr. Reena Bhansali, a Psychological and Career Counselor, visits the Institute once a month and
interacts with the girls. She counsels the older girls on their future and looks after individual
cases of girls who are experiencing problems at home or in the school. She also counsels the
child brides who are often very apprehensive about their future.

Health check-ups are conducted on a regular basis. The girls are in good health, they are eating
well and have put on weight.

The Taj Hotel Group (Umaid Bhawan Palace) has offered to provide lunch for the Veerni
Institute girls every Saturday as part of their corporate social initiative.

The Veerni girl will become a role model for women and girls in the futurein her
community. Importantly she will take her rightful place in Indian society.

Examination Results

The success of the Veerni Institute is that 96% of all the girls passed their exams in 2009-2010.
Class 12 board examination results —all 14 girls graduated making a 100% success rate.

Class 10 board examination results —14 girls out of 17 passed, a 97% result. Two of the girls
who failed are repeating the year at the Institute.

Thisy e arestltsare the following: 65 girls out of 66 passed their exams. The results of class
10 and 12 are still awaited.



The Mary Anne Schwalbe Literary Prize

AFriendship is one of the greatest gifts God has bestowed on ma n o

Sunita Chouhan, winnerf the Mary Anne Schwalbe literary Prize

You may remember that we decided last year to start a literary prize for the Class 11 and 12 girls
in memory of Mary Anne Schwalbe who visited Veerni and was a wonderful supporter of the
project, providing wisdom, care and financial -
support.

Much of the girl“s ed
little opportunity for creativity. At the suggestion
of my granddaughter, Eleanor, the theme chosen
was A & s In ielpe” girls were given 3
choices: poetry, prose or a play. The results were
not only remarkable in their contents but moving
as they revealed their feelings about the Veerni
Institute and what it meant to them. 21 girls from
Cass 11 and 12 participated.

Will Schwalbe, Mary Anne"s son kindly agreed to judge the stories. He had this to say: “I really
enjoyed reading the stories —i t
themes that emerge: Krishna and Sudama, and of course books can be friends. If there is one
prize, my vote would be Sunita Chouhan who wrote the play. It is very clever in its creative
approach and she really has something to say. For me the runners up were Maina Rathore — |
was impressed with the depth of her thought and the fact that she cited a wide range of authors,
including Schiller. Some of the girls did a nice job of mixing personal stories with more general
meditation on the theme. Of those, my favorite was Kushboo
bird illustrates the theme very vividly. ” One of the recurring and moving ideas was the
importance of friendship for girls who had never experienced it in their village settings where
their opportunity of developing lasting friendships is minimal given their daily chores and lack
of communication generally. The winning play is in appendix A. The others are available on
demand.

A party took place at the Institute on Saturday March 5™ to celebrate the occasion. The prizes
were distributed. The class 12 girls received saris and cosmetics. The class 11 girls received
bags and cosmetics.

Tea and Coca-Colas were served as well as mountains of chips and huge chocolate cakes. There
were around 110 people present including the Principal of the school, Brig. Singh, and the
Veerni staff.

s wonder ful to see the gi
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Girls having a party with cakes & cokes

The next prize was announced which will be on the topic of their “ [Deams”.

Events of the Veerni Institute

In the last school year, below are listed some of the activities and events of the Veerni Institute.
In sports, two Veerni handball teams have participated in the district level inter-school
competition; both teams have won that competition. They participated in the State level
tournament where they lost in the semi-final, an honorable defeat.

Computer classes: There are 25 girls in the computer classes. The classes are part of the

educational curriculum. They are learning basic computer skills including e-mail and internet
browsing.

Yoga & Art of Living: A training workshop was organized for the Veerni Institute girls & for

the ladies of Keru sewing center. Two Art of Living instructors came from Bangalore, part of
the Sri Ravi Shankar organization, a renowned spiritual leader. This course gives participants
knowledge and techniques to unlock their deepest potential and bring fullness of life. The aim of
the training is to release mental and physical stress while increasing health, energy, peace,
awareness and joy. This 5 days training event was enjoyed by the Institute girls and by the
women of the Keru centre.




Picture Gallery of Veerni Institute Events

Making Rangoli Designs Playing

Studying

Praying
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Partnership with Girls Learn International: For
the third year, we partnered with the Glen Ridge
Chapter of Girls Learn International (GLI). Their
mission is to give American students a voice in the
movement for uni vDunngtael
school year, students in Chapters and Partner
Schools are responsible for learning about one
another, writing letters and exchanging one
substantive cultural exchange project. Last summer
the Glen Ridge girls sent a Human Rights quilt they
made for the Veerni students. It is displayed at the
school. We are very grateful to have their support.

The Visit of HRH Duchess of Cornwall: The Duchess of Cornwall visited the Veerni Institute
on October 5, 2010 and saw all the activities of the Institute. The girls welcomed her with a song
and presented garlands and bouquets. They performed a cultural dance (Gumar) for her. Her
Royal Highness visited the computer class, the tutoring classes (English & Economic) and
sewing class. She also visited the dormitory and the dining hall of the Institute and saw a
kabbadi (local game) match played by the girls. She interacted with the girls and met with child
brides of the Veerni Institute (including Shobha & Guddi). She also met Sunita. At the end of
the visit, the girls presented a gift to her. Her Royal Highness was very impressed with the
program and wrote a very nice letter.
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CLARENCE HOUSE

25th October, 2010

@QN« T&LM‘Q ,

Thank you so much for your letter,
and for sending me the brochure for your
wonderful Veerni Institute.

Patty did tell me before I left for my
trip how truly inspirational it is, and I can
only say she was not exaggerating!

I am only sorry that I didn’t get the
chance to meet you there as I would have
loved to have heard from the horse’s mouth
just how it all got started.

Wﬂ COLOS »m\\ V-
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p C}..Lp:\ \,\b\

The Keru Project is now one-year- old and not showing satisfactory results. You will recall that
the project was started one year ago with a one year commitment on the part of VVeerni to run it.
Veerni is responsible for supplying the sewing machines, the teachers and all materials relating
to training, health education and basic literacy. This requires the Veerni team to visit the centre
daily.

Keru

Keru is a large village facing many problems. As per the 2011 survey, the population stands at
11,289 including hamlets. The sex ratio is of concern with 5,964 men and 5,325 women which
means there are 639 women less than there should be. Some two thirds of the female population
is illiterate.

The main problem facing Veerni —and the one nowadays of conducting a village based program
—is the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA).
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NREGA started in 2006 and began to roll in 2008-09. In the words of an Indian journalist,

Sumit Mitra,th e Congress | ed UPA government®"s flagshig
but ineffectual dole as it leaves the poor devoid of either skills or technical expertise and does

not produce productive workers. The law governing the scheme says that the jobs to be

distributed are purely manual with no machineries allowed. This will keep the poor doing

manual work and deprive them of the opportunity to understand machines at a time when India

is faced with an agonizing skill shortage. The share of vocationally skilled persons in South

Korea"s workforce i s 95 onB%3% in India. Slmit Mara).iThie i s 58 %
scheme is meant to create only physical assets but why are human assets being bypassed.

It proved to be more expensive to train the women of Keru than to run the program in the Veerni
office. This included the teacher and paying the daily conveyance of 20 girls from their villages.
Now Veerni is responsible for the VVeeni team visiting the village and the two teachers. The cost
does not justify the results obtained.

So jointly with Anne Vincent, it was decided to stop the program as the attendance is irregular
and the quality of the clothes remain an issue as previously in the office program. We did
consider this program as a social advancement for illiterate girls and women. However, there is
increasingly a demand from funders to convert these programs into income generating/micro-
credit programs. This requires a different and specialized approach and is better undertaken by
development organizations.

Former Veerni Instituted Students

Guddi Bishnoi

Guddi passed her exams last year in the first division with 61.85%. As
a result she got into university. She worked so hard to achieve this
remarkable result. Guddi is an outstanding young woman. She faces
life with many obstacles stacked against her, not only coming from a
criminal family — her father is a former opium smuggler, her sister has
come home with 3 children and is illiterate with a husband in jail. Her
mother was blinded in a family row by her brother- in- law. They live
in the desert outside Unchiarda in a house with no electricity. Her
father came to Veerni to request that Guddi be taken on by the Umaid
Bhawan Palace as a trainee in a hotel. The Human Resources
Manager, Mr. Parihar agreed to our request. As a result Guddi was given a chance to be a
trainee of the Umaid Bhawan Palace Taj Group. She is the only non Rajput (upper caste in
Rajasthan) employee and additionally from a lower caste. This is quite remarkable. Guddi has
promised us that she would work hard and do well. Presently, she is earning 3,000 rupees ($70)
per month and managing both her college studies and apprenticeship. Her father has come to
support her in her ambitions to get educated, to go to university and he has agreed to abide by
her decisions. Veerni hopes that if she can earn money and stand on her feet, she will be
empowered to make her own decisions about her marriage. She is a role model for other Veerni
girls and for the VVeerni Project.
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Manisha Rathore

Manisha started in the Institute in 2005 and was in class ten. She graduated from the Veerni
Institute in 2008 after having completed her class 12 exams. She then studied in college in an
arts degree privately and is doing her BA finals in
May. She was married last November at the age of
22. Hers was an arranged marriage and she had not
met her husband prior to her marriage. Her husband
is educated and is a teacher in a private school. He
received his BA degree and he underwent a teacher® s
training course called B.Ed. They are presently living
in his village some 80 kilometers from Jodhpur with
his parents. Manisha is responsible for managing the
housework. Her father-in- law is educated and
working in the PHED department (water supplies).
Her mother-in-law is also educated to class eight. Her in-laws want her to graduate from college
and they are funding her studies. Her health is good as she had a heart operation when she was
12-years -old. However, she recovered completely and is now leading a healthy life and is
knowledgeable in health matters.

Shobha Choudary

Shobha comes from Rajwa where a number of child marriages have taken place. Shobha is
married to a stone quarry worker in Keru who is uneducated. She is in her second year of
college.

“Rag”™w | ocat ed o nmet, ibaevillagedB2ikilaeneters dromJaahipus. &n the words

of a Veer ni tlsatbeef lometo@amime mb et i aorfr i,acgheisl*d wher e

has had her dreams stifled in her heart; where a girl is sent to her in-laws place even before she
has experiiefnece da cw huashé foyywalls sf heohause sat ardy early age she is
burdened with responsibilities including early motherhood” .

Shobha very emphatically abhors the custom of child marriage. She is a 2" year Bachelor of
Aurts student and she is lucky to have a father who is

supporting her and allowing her to study. They are

very,very thankf ul to Ve
brought about a metamorphosis in the lives of many

an orthodox and backward community.

The problem with Shobha is her in-laws are
pressuring her to go for her Gauna after Holi this
year. Her father is supportive of her and would
agree to her spending one more year in Jodhpur to == : '
finish her degree, but he cannot afford the top up fees. Her mother is mfluenced by the rest of
the village. Shobha is the oldest girl in her whole village not to have gone for her Gauna. Her in-
laws are illiterate and so is her husband, a quarry worker. She knows nothing more about him
and has no idea if he is a good person or not. But what she does know is that if she can earn
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money, they will respect her. Her plan is to get a job in Jodhpur in the future and bring her
husband to the city with her away from the in-laws and Keru. Her in-laws" income is between 3
to 4,000 rupees a month so the key to Shobha's future will be her ability to earn money. It is the
only way she can be empowered in her marriage.

Sunita Rathore

Sunita is doing wel/l an g
exam in Economics.

She wants to do a PHD in Econometrics (statistics). She
took part in the army officer examination and passed the
written exam but failed the interview. It seems that she
was up against the daughters of senior army officers and
never real | vy had a c¢hanc aeed
godfathers to succeed.” She has married off her sister to a
well to do family in Jodhpur and it cost the family - wait )
for it -$24,000. Her parents borrowed most of the money and the relatlves helped It seems
incredible that in their society — the Rajputs — poor village people have to produce that kind of
money to marry their daughters in a higher level of society. If a Rajput girl has crossed 22 years
of age —her sister was 25 — the dowry becomes more expensive. | was shown the jewellery she
gotandi t * s myowaed | codldaallect in a lifetime! So the dowry custom is stronger than
ever.

Sunita goes to the gym regularly and is looking very fit and well.
Badami:

Veerni discovered Badami in the year 2003. She was undergoing a critical phase in her life.
She was acutely malnourished and severely anemic all due to the fact that she was a girl!!

p | final

you

Badami s parents and grandmother did not want
neglect Badami badly. It did not matter to them whether Badami lived or died. She was even

branded by a hot iron rod to ward off evil spirits.

With Veerni"s aggressive efforts in rendering

parents and grandmother, the Veerni team achieved great success. At the age of five, Badami
reached normal parameters of height and weight. Now she is being literally doted on by her
grandmother and parents who cannot bear to see her out of their sight, even for a moment. She
is a very happy girl today and is getting a good education. She is very intelligent, and at this
tender age she says she does not want to get married early!! She looks to the future with high

hopes and strives f or Agirlchilddargrdalty befsaved. uMl thatisvi t h Ve e

required is a little care, a handful of warmth, a heart full of love by those who bring her into this
world, because a girl child is a creature whom God considers as a part of himself.
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Badami, who would never wear a dress, now likes dresses.

Mamta

Mamta is living in Binawas with her mother, Sita, and helping with the shop —Veerni gave Sita
the money to set it up at the time of the film. Sita is earning 1,500 rupees a month from the shop
which supplements the family income.

Mamta is now 16. She is very pretty but quiet
girl. She is happy doing housework and will
remain throughout her life with a class 5
education, which is very minimal as we know.
Sita told us that she has repeatedly tried to
convince Mamta to continue with her education
and at least study to class 8, but to no avail.
Mamta is just not interested and when we tried
to talk about it with her, she just remained silent.
So Sita is looking forward to having a
granddaughter in July — for the moment she has
3 grandsons - and she says she will insist that she has a complete education.

She will not be sending Mamta to her in-laws until she is 18.

The interesting thing is that Sita told us how she now understands the importance of education
for girls and that if she had had a chance she would have got an education herself. So if PBS and
the Child BridesFilm did not convert Mamta to education, it succeeded with her mother. She
feels that with education, she would have been able to access a government job and that her
family would have benefited from it. She told us that the people of her village are sending their
children to a private school as they have no confidence in the government schools. The cost is
600 rupees per month for the lower classes and 1,200 per month for the higher classes. She did
point out that boys far outnumber the girls in the private school, but still this is a start.
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It I's interesting to note that poor parents

and that they are spending their resources on what should be delivered by the government. This
has to be an indictment of the government education system - schools are simply not delivering.

G (Name withheld)

G is HIV positive since 2000. When Veerni found her, she was in very poor health, suffering
from constant dysentery and weighed 35 kilos. Both her husband and her one-year-old child had
died from Aids the previous year. She was diagnosed with HIV and Veerni has helped her
recover her health. She has put on weight and takes good care of her diet. She is registered at the
Antiretroviral Therapy Centre in the NACCO Government HIV/AIDS program. She has regular
blood tests and so far has not required antiretrovirals. G. was educated to class 8 and with
Veerni s help, s Bhe alse, thanks ltoeVieeenid atteadedassnving tiining
program. Veerni has been paying her 800 rupees a month since the year 2000, although we
stopped working in her village several years ago. An exception was made in her case, to keep
her on the payroll as a hardship case. Now her story has become a model of success. She is
thirty-years- old. As a result of the help, she has recently been employed by two government
schools, one in her village and one in a neighboring village to teach sewing and is being paid
3,000 rupees a month, a more than decent income for a village based young woman. She has
offered to give up the monthly stipend she was receiving from Veerni. She is very thankful to
Veerni as she now feels her life is finally secure. She can earn her living and is a case of real
empowerment. Now the family members have changed their attitude towards her and she is no
longer a burden to them.

Megwal Ki Dhani

I met with the promoter Kamla who is going to finish her degree in two years time. She is a
bright young woman but has been unable to complete her degree due to her domestic work.

We met with the parents of some of the Institute girls including the mother of two or our girls,
Priyanka and Usha. Their economic condition is very weak and their house is little better than a
shack with place sheeting for roof covering. The mother told us that she could see a big change
in the appearance of the daughters as they were now tidy and clean. The mother of Chota,
another one of the Veerni girls, said that her daughter was always healthy in the Institute, but
was always sick as soon as she came home. She was serious in saying that she could not
understand it! I met with the father of Denu who is in class 9. He is happy that his daughter is in
the school. He is a laborer and obviously very poor from the scheduled caste.

There are 3 or 4 girls who want to come to the Institute for the next academic year. We are
hoping they will pass their entrance exams.
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Home of two Veerni Institute girls

Road to Megwal Ki

Health Camps

Last year | was contacted by Americares, a US organization based in Stanford, CT. This is an
international agency that reaches out in restoring health and saving lives. They now have an
office in Mumbai and the head of Americares India, Dr. Purvish Parikh, is a reputed professor of
medicine. | met with Dr. Parikh on several occasions, along with their President and CEO,
Curtis Welling, in Stanford. As a result, the Veerni Project, through the local Trust that
administers the project in Jodhpur, has signed a Memorandum of Understanding with
Americares India to conduct health camps in the villages. Health camps have been conducted in
the past by Veerni but the results are not really satisfactory as the follow up is not systematic
enough and the education component is incomplete. We have agreed with Dr. Parikh to conduct
a health camp in November that he will be attending in some villages to be identified. This
health camp will have a very professional approach, be widely advertised on the radio and on
village posters. As we have kept a close relationship with the VVeerni promoters in the many
villages Veerni has been involved in over the years, the promotion of this event will be effective.
We have agreed that the focus of the health camp should be on nutrition and family planning as
well as seeing patients. This will be done with the assistance of doctors, nurses, visual aids and
demonstration stalls. Americares will be providing the medicines and supplements as well as
helping with the doctors. We look forward to this co-operation as this will prove a more
effective way to solve village health issues. Close follow up to cases will be undertaken by
Veerni.

Child Marriage
| was contacted by an organization called the Elders. fiThe Elders is an independent group of

eminent global leaders brought together by Nelson Mandela, who offer their collective influence
and experience to support peace building, help address major causes of human suffering and

promote the shared interests of humanity.

marriage and learned of our work in this area through the PBS film Child Brides Stolen Lives.
In my correspondence with Julie Leung and as a result of a questionnaire based on a target
approach, I tried to give an idea of how this emotive issue can be tackled. | explained that the
tradition is a century old one that dates back to the Munhall times when Hindu girls were
kidnapped for marriage by Muslim populations. As a result these marriages were conducted at
night secretly and still are. Having a target approach and going into villages to stop this practice
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publicly can only result in more secrecy and some cases violent attacks on the people trying to
eradicate child marriage. Many of the village women we discuss the issue with tell us that they
cannot risk standing up against this practice as they will be ostracized or even thrown out of
their caste. The other factors in child marriage are economic as girls who are married young cost
less in dowries. The education of girls and sensitizing the young male population will bring
about change. The Veerni girls in the Institute are very articulate on how they want to put a stop
to what they consider a serious wrong.

Recently, | had a very moving experience with the father
of one of the child brides in the Veerni Institute. He
comes from a very poor village of Megwals
(untouchables) and his name is Lumbha Ram. His
daughter who is 15 years of age is called Durga. She came
to me in tears on one of my daily visits to the Institute to
tell me that the pressure from her father to send her to her
illiterate 35- year-old husband was getting so strong that
she was going to have to leave the school to join her
husband. Her mother, grandparents and other members of
the community had in effect ganged up on her father. We
called her father and he came into the Veerni office the
next morning after a 2 hour bus ride. He sat with me and
large tears ran down his face as he said he had done
something so wrong in marrying his daughter, that he was
so sorry and that he would not force her to go to her
husband. He also said that she could cancel the marriage
if she wanted to and that no more child marriages would i §
take place in his community. This is how you can change ch|Id marrlage

The National Rural Empowerment Guarantee Act (NREGA)

As mentioned earlier, the NREGA programs
have made the work of Veerni near impossible
in the villages as most of the women who
qualify — one member per family — join the
government scheme for one hundred days a
year. These women are often seen by the side
of the road, digging holes for the planting of
trees, although the trees once in the ground get
no watering and die. You will see from the
photograph that the survival rate of the trees is

e | minimal. However, the program continues and
they are pald 120 rupees a day, mcreasmg soon to 143. At present this can bring an income of
12,000 rupees, ($266), an unheard of amount for most village women. The work is done largely
by women as the men usually have some other job. On one of drives to the villages, we stopped
to talk to about 6 of the women, and we told them about the Veerni Institute. The next day, one
of the women called us — they all have mobile phones, the Indian revolution —to tell us that they
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had 14 to 15 girls form backward castes to enroll at the Institute. Let us see how many come
forward to send their daughters.

ABC News /Gates Foundation collaboration i Maternal Health around the
World:

I was contacted by Muriel Pearson of ABC News who is working on a year- long project about
maternal health around the world. The idea is to identify the highest risk factors for maternal
health such as multiple births or child brides. If possible they would like to follow a young girl
through her full pregnancy term and see how the risk factors play out in her life. Against the
backdrop of that very personal story, they would like to take a look at the general medical
conditions available to women in rural India as well as programs that have been created to
change cultural norms. After several conversations with Muriel Pearson in which | tried to
convince her to show a story of hope rather than one of hardship and relate the education of
women to improved maternal health — all indicators show this in terms of maternal mortality,
infant mortality as well as nutrition and a level of
empowerment. But this is not the story they want
to tell. It appears that they want to find a 13-year-
old girl who is pregnant. | did try and point out
that India was not Afghanistan or Sierra Leone,
that their maternal mortality rate remains too
high, but it is well less than half that of such
countries, and that there is an effort to reduce the
age of the first child. | spent two days searching
for a possible candidate in the remote Veerni
villages and all the women we saw in their first L £
pregnancies were over 18, or even 20. So there is change on the way. However in my visit to
Setrawa, a very poor village deep in the Thar Desert some 120 kilometers from Jodhpur, I found
a young woman called Seema.

Setrawa is a very backward village of quarry workers with a high level of alcoholism, TB,
domestic violence and illiteracy among women and girls. Small girls are not attending primary
school and in the middle school for girls there are 60 girls registered but only 13 were there,
which is about the normal attendance rate.

I thought Seema would be a good candidate for the ABC film. She is from the Barber caste, part
of OBC (other backward caste) and was married at the age of 13 - her husband was 19. She is
now 16. She had her first baby at not quite 15, a son who is now 1%- years-old and she is two
months pregnant. She is very weak and quite obviously anemic. When asked, she felt it was
wrong that she had been married so young, but her parents had done it because her grandfather
had died. As | mentioned, in order to save money, families will use the occasion of deaths to
marry their daughters thus saving the expense of two events. Her husband had an accident and
was advised not to do hard work. As a result he is a ticket collector on a bus and only works 15
days per month and earns 2,000 rupees, which is nothing. By local accounts he is not much
good. The only earner is her father-in-law who is in poor health. So the family is very poor. The
whole family is illiterate. Seema’s first baby was delivered by the mother-in-law. This time she
would like to go to the hospital in a small town near Setrawa. | would be worried about her
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health as she is starting this pregnancy anemic and weak. She is very sweet looking. When asked
if her family would agree to her being filmed she would agree herself but would have to ask her
in-laws. As our project in the village, the Sheerni Project operates setting up self-help groups,
her mother-in-law was able to get a loan for a wheat grinding machine and she is supplementing
the family income. This could give us an advantage in getting the family to agree.

| forwarded her details to ABC but it seems she does not qualify. As the only storyline the ABC
folks were determined to have been was one that profiled a 12 to 13- year- old girl. I did repeat
again that this is not the norm in India. It seems that the progress in India is not what they wish
to report. However, she said she was a great admirer of the work of Veerni and wanted to keep
in touch. She asked me to look her up in New York.

Story of the rebellious cows of Setrawa

This is a true story that happened in the village of Setrawa. City girls are increasingly reluctant
to live in rural villages. It seems that city cows are following suit. A group of Dalit
(untouchable) women were being given cows in
Setrawa as part of a micro-credit program. Setrawa
is a remote village deep in the Thar Desert in
Western Rajasthan, India. The cows were purchased
in Jodhpur at a great expense and transported to
Setrawa but they are proving strangely
uncooperative. The first cow - a very expensive
pregnant lady - delivered her calf in the village.
From that day on, she refused to allow anyone near
her - everything was tried from tying her up to
cajoling her, but to no avail. She was fierce and

: . determined to keep everyone at bay. There was no
optlon but to return the cow to her owner in Jodhpur and purchase a less grand cow. Cow
number two was transported to Setrawa with her new born calf. No sooner was she let out of the
van that she bolted leaving her calf behind - neglectful mother. She was chased for the next 12
hours and finally caught at 4 a.m., some 20 kilometers away; having given everyone concerned a
nervous breakdown. Is it that city cows don't want to move to villages? We are waiting to see
what happens to the next city cow. It appears that city girls marrying into villages are refusing to
milk cows as it is beneath their dignity. Rebellion all around!

Moral of the story: Long ago | read that Indian cows are proven to be smarter than cows in other
countries. While it is probably true that they are bovine and quiet; but over generations, they
know the environment they want to live in. That is democracy and self will.

“Indian women also can be quiet but are often hugely rebellious even in the most oppressive
pl aces they find themselves in."”
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Special Event at a school in Daniewas

I was asked by our promoter from Megwal Ki Dhani, a
young polio victim called Dinesh to attend their yearly
school event in a neighboring village called Daniewas.
Veerni helped Dinesh attend a special school for
handicapped and he was able to finish his studies. He
now represents Veerni in Megwal Ki Dani.

The event was wonderful. They had a canopy, music
and a program of dancing and singing. No Bollywood
actress could havematch ed t he | i ttl e girl*“s dancing. One
brilliant. This population, all of them Megwals, (untouchables), had so much joy and enthusiasm

for this event. It was totally remarkable. | had a wonderful time.

The mini Bollywood dancers, they were amazing!

The Veerni Team

As a result of stopping our daily visits to the villages, the Veerni team is now smaller. The team
still visits villages Megwal Ki Dani regularly, as it is a village of great deprivation. The team
also visits villages to encourage the families to send their daughters to the Insitute. However,
even when families do agree to send their daughters, the challenge is to have them pass the
entrance exam. Out of 9 scheduled caste (untoucahble) candidates who took the exam last
week, all of them failed and some got no marks at all. Veerni is conducting tutorials for the next
6 weeks in the hope that some of them can pass. This is an indictment of the primary schools in
the villages where most often teachers fail to turn up at all and the teaching is very poor. We can
only hope that some of the girls will improve enough in the six weeks to pass. Their future
depends on it.
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The Veerni team: Mahendra, (Project Administrator), Parbat Singh, (overseer), Santosh,
(Social worker), Sajan (Project driver) and Multan (caretaker).

Conclusion

Veerni has come a long way since the beginning in 1993 and we have seen a lot of progress.
Girls are increasingly getting educated and the age of marriage is slowly increasing as fewer
girls are married before the age of 18. According to current research, it is no longer the norm,
but rather the exception, but an exception that is still of concern. Consequently, the age of
motherhood is also rising. In many of the villages | visited recently, | only saw one young
woman having a child at 15. In all of the others, they were over 18 years of age.

Education is having an effect on the number of children these young women are having and their
ability to access family planning. But the question remains as to how can an educated girl
exercise her rights when she gets married in a village where the tradition continues to be that her
in-laws govern her life? The choice of how many children and what gender is still not hers.
What is more, the prevailing culture is for son preference. Unfortunately this culture cuts
through all classes of society in India. This belies the conclusion that educating women will help
to eradicate the terrible consequences of gender selection that has led to the alarming sex ratio in
India. It is only by educating and empowering young women to fight against this terrible
injustice and violence to women that change will take place. Attached to this report is a moving
piece written by two girls from the Veerni Instituteonthe i ssue of women®"s empc
the fight against gender selection. We must educate young women on the evil of such practices
so that they will have the strength to resist the family pressures and love their daughters as they
should be loved.

Real empowerment still has a long way to go but Veerni is fighting for these girls and will
continue to do so with passion and activism.
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I will end by quoting Shruti Wadavi who expresses the dilemma when she says:

AThe status of women dasi untdlee gpast af en@aj dec a thea
the better. But this is not the happy ending of the changing story that began few decades ago.
There are various issues that stil!]l need sO0 mu.
is definitely better thn what it was then but women are not liberated completely. A majority of

women end up as homemakers and they end up being referred to as Mrs. X. Parents want their
daughters to get modern education and at the same time they want them to follow thexorthodo

values. There are still so many cases pending on sexual harassment on women. Can justice be

done to a woman who has undergone such a painful trauma?

Women have conquered all possible arenas in the world, be it being a bus conductor or an
astronaut, wome of today have been there and done that. Still somewhere down the line, there
are many men who do not permit women to walk along with them. The age old tradition still

persists, women changing their | ast noausee after
after marriage and many women bearing the burnt of the male dominated society. We all say
dowry is illegal but there are innumerable peo

giving some other name t o 0 dabi®indian traditiorsdnd ange bl
culture.

Reservation for women, equal rights to women, providing women equal opportunity etc, the
Indian government is doing every possible thing for the empowerment of women but that is not
enough. The society also has to acdbpt any woman today is no less than a man. As Gandhiji

has rightly said we must be the change we want
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RAJDADIJI VEERNI PROJECT

Estimated Expenditure (Budget Proposal for 2011-2012 Session)

S.NO. HEAD OF EXPENDITURE RS. usbD $
1. Veerni Institute Program 4,707,980 $112,095
(@) | School Fees 7,631
(b) | Hostel Fees 26,780
(c) | Stationary 1,056
(d) | Uniform 1,540
(e) | Bedding, washing etc. 792
(f) | Misc. expenses 77
Total for one girl per annum 37,876
Total for 100 girls per annum 3,787,600
(9) | Unforeseen Expenses (5% on 3,787,600) 189,380
(h) | Tutoring, psychological and career counselor, PTI 621,000
teachers, nurse, expenses for Institute sewing centre,
etc.
(i) | Medications (approx Rs 1100 yearly on one girl) 110,000
1,100x100
Total [1] 4,707,980
3. Salary of the Veerni staff on duty with the school 240,000 $5,714
4, Administrative Expenses 153,200 $3,648
5. Maintenance of Vehicle & Other Conveyance used for the school 63,000 $1,500
Total [1+2] 5,164,180 $ 122,957
Rs.42=US$1
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AWomen must have some skills to earn an income and they should also know how
democratic structures workVomenrare the hope @ the future 0
Ela Bhatt, SocialActivist
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