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Foreword

It is on the one hand with a lot of satisfaction as well as a lot of humility that I sit to write this foreword –
a foreword to a publication which is not intended to gain propaganda and publicity to our work, but on the
contrary to share the joy of our success in our interventions which we actual began extremely reluctantly. Many
of the actors involved in Tsunami R & R were sometimes wondering as well what we were upto initiating a
project for rebuilding the livelihoods of the secondary impacted coastal communities, who largely happened to
be Dalits. This was because of their knowledge of People’s Watch, and rightly so, to be an organization that has
never been engaged into any such experiment  except for handling of the hard core human rights work, particularly
focusing on the civil and political rights and economic social cultural rights.

Our engagements at policy influencing, advocacy and legal redress to survivors of the tsumani that we
carried out through the Tsunami Relief and Rehabilitation Coordination (TRRC) and Tsunami Legal Action
Committee (TLAC), led us in several fora, official and non governmental, to voice on behalf of the excluded/
discriminated communities, particularly the Dalits, because caste based discrimination waqsd also seen by us to
exist openly at the stage of the relief and rehabilitation as a serious  human rights violation. This also engaged
us to undertake the first study on the issue of discrimination in tsunami relief as early as in January 2005.
Subsequently, we began advocating and lobbying with the state, the International NGOs and with all other
relevant actors stating that the discriminated communities must be included in the main stream Relief and
Rehabilitation.

It was in this context, that one of my senior colleagues responsible for coordinating our tsunami relief and
rehabilitation  work, Mr. Louis, came up to me with a plan to initiate a livelihood rehabilitation project in at
least a few Dalit villages as an  experiment. His plans were for us to adopt a community centric approach and a
self designed, “Community fund” model to be pursued. I have given him the green signal to go ahead although
within myself, I was not sure of the success at the end of the tunnel.

This ‘community fund model ‘ was thus launched in 5 villages in Thiruchendur (Tuticorin District) through
a local NGO - for reasons of their local presence and to save our time, cost and energy. To my surprise I soon
came to hear that the model proved its worth and we could see the communities benefiting. It is here that I must
recall the liberty that was provided to us, so uncommon in the tsunami rehabilitation work of many other
NGOs, by one of our tsunami donors, namely, the Unitarian Universalist Services Committee , to utilize the
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resources provide by them for this ‘untested’ intervention. Having been greatly encouraged by the initial success
that we had encountered, my colleague wanted to expand this experiment to a few other villages in Cuddallore and
Nagai districts. It took us sometime thereafter, almost 9 months, to convince our donor Dan Church Aid. It was
during the 2nd year after tsunami that we were able to expand this concept of ours to another 10 villages with the
support of Dan Church Aid and the strength of the model was endorsed by even a grander success. Having been
impressed by this second of the program, Action Aid India came forward to offer further support in expanding the
same model to another 25 villages - although our request to them was to include at least 100 more villages.

The greatest impact of the model is that all these 40 villages were this livelihood support was provided, the
people have organized themselves into a federation that they have named as  “Federation of Dalit villages for
livelihood Rights (FDVLR)” and from the date of their formation, they have begun monitoring the implementing
of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) and functioning of the Public Distribution System.
I am overwhelmingly satisfied that now we have yet another 40 dalit villages who will be independently joining our
common dream of making the ‘indivisibility’ of human rights a reality in their  neighbourhoods in our country.

This contribution therefore calls me to congratulate the members of our team who have worked very hard to
make this a grand success – Mr. Louis, our Senior Program Co-ordinator for our Tsunami Relief, Rehabilitation
and Research work as well as his colleagues Ms. Catherine, Mr. Thirunavukarasu and Mr. Sampathkumar and
finally the leaders form all these 40 communities who have worked so closely with us creating thereby a clearly
replicable model in many ways as this publication will stand witness to. I also need to place on record our thanks
to our resource partners, namely, the UUSC (USA). DCA (Denmark) and Action Aid India (Chennai) who have
stood steadfastly with us to make this possible.

Henri Henri Henri Henri Henri TTTTTiphagneiphagneiphagneiphagneiphagne
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It has become a phenomenon allowing every single organization,
particularly the development organizations to promote and practice
an approach called, “Rights based approach to development’.
However, there also exists a notion that the approach is meant for
only the development organizations and by choice or ignorance a
majority of human rights organizations stay away from this concept;
rather they fear that it might dilute their focus on civil and political
rights.

This book speaks about the intervention of a hard core human
rights organization, which stands as an exemption for its ability to
effectively forge a development model to its human rights mandate.
The self made model named as, “Community Fund Model (CFM)”
has proved its potential to achieve a number of objectives; beginning
with the livelihood rehabilitation needs to realizing the social and
economic rights to emerging as a platform to monitor their
entitlements from the state.

The Community Fund Model (CFM) is a livelihood recovery
action programme that has evolved following the intervention of
People’s Watch in the coastal areas of Tamil Nadu where the
horrendous tsunami struck on 26 December 2004 causing
unprecedented devastation.

Introduction
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After the killer waves struck People’s Watch responded swiftly
with emergency relief focusing on the most vulnerable and
marginalized communities, namely the dalits, tribals and minorities
and who were either discriminated against or excluded from the
purview of the State’s relief measures.

Relief extended, but what next, became a vexing problem because,
for these communities, even in normal conditions the question of
sustainable livelihood is a major concern. Reluctantly, People’s Watch
decided to undertake rehabilitation measures with the sole motive
of supporting the unheard voices of these very communities. This
perspective was strongly rooted in its organizational experience in
human rights monitoring and state wide networking, which also
resulted in People’s Watch playing a key role in promoting the
Tsunami Relief and Rehabilitation Coordination (TRRC), which
came into effect within four days after the disaster. TRRC had the
active participation and support of about 300 NGOs, fishermen’s
movements and a few international NGOs.

Harnessing the legal services experience that People’s Watch had
and seeing the potential for an array of civil and legal issues
emanating from the post-relief period of tsunami, it promoted the
Tsunami Legal Action Committee (TLAC), to address the increasing
complexities and dissatisfaction of the affected families over a
number issues relating the relief & rehabilitation, like that of
registering missing persons and presenting civil documents as proof
for claims.
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The Model Evolves

Livelihood RehabilitationLivelihood RehabilitationLivelihood RehabilitationLivelihood RehabilitationLivelihood Rehabilitation

As tsunami was a disaster related to the oceans, it was the
coastal fishing communities that stood to gain most from
the post-tsunami rehabilitation efforts of NGOs and
INGOs. What was of concern was the exclusion of the
non-ocean-fishing communities that depended on the
ocean-fishing activities from the ambit of relief and
rehabilitation policies of the State and in the intervention
programmes of the INGOs. It is a fact the non-ocean-
fishing communities suffered relatively less physical losses
and that tsunami did not take away any lives and
properties from these villages, but their livelihoods were
badly affected because of their dependence on the
ocean­going fishing communities.

These communities are entirely dalits and their exclusion
tantamount to discrimination, which is what People’s
Watch was concerned about. This was the reason that
prompted People’s Watch to problematize the issue and
divert almost all of its resources to these excluded
communities.

The Community Fund ModelThe Community Fund ModelThe Community Fund ModelThe Community Fund ModelThe Community Fund Model

People’s Watch took a conscious decision of initiating only
people-centered livelihood programmes replacing the
NGO-run projects, thus limiting its role to that of
facilitating and providing access to resources enabling
communities to make use of them sustainably. What is
worth mentioning is the scope of sustainability attached
with the fund not only for improving the living conditions
of the families but also its potential to become a
progressive resource that would enable the community to
cope with any disastrous situations that might occur in
future.

Community Fund Model provides for the fullest
participation of the intended ‘beneficiaries’. It enables
them to take care of the whole range of activities
beginning from organizing themselves into a group, make

studies on, “Discrimination and

Exclusion in State relief” and

“Vulnerabilities and Livelihood

security needs of the non-ocean

fishing  communities” brought

many issues to the limelight
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real-time assessment of vulnerabilities, coping capacities and needs of
each family within the group/ village, finalize the check-list of
activities that the members want to venture into, evaluate the feasibility
and viabilities of each proposed business, sort and prioritize families,
lend to the identified businesses, monitor asset creation and proper
running of the business, ensure prompt repayments, re-lend and
accumulate the fund to meet the future development needs and as well
similar emergency needs.

The foremost advantage of this model is that undue expectations of
the people over the provider / NGO are restrained since the resources
are put under the collective control of the people themselves. Ths
model also provides for the people to make collective decisions and
ownership. The overall goal is to reclaim their livelihoods and address
their economic needs. In the short run the model is aimed at giving
individuals the means (financial) to provide for their immediate needs.
In the long run the goal is to increase their capacity to generate a
steady income, thereby reducing their vulnerability. For these reasons
the innovation was that of a Community Fund managed and
monitored by the community.
Making the community understand the concept has been a process-
oriented work. Several rounds of discussions had to be held to get the
concept through. The criterions for selection of the village are
complex and needs to undergo stringent refining process which
devours a lot of time and manpower. Our presence in few villages in
the districts of Cuddalore and Nagapattinam through an entrenched
livelihood program of similar mandate facilitated our portal in other
neighboring villages. The existing project communities volunteered to
assist us in the identification of the villages. The village as a whole
would meet once or twice a month for the assessment of the progress
being initiated. Review of individual growth, difficulties / challenges
were sorted out by the community, the next set of beneficiaries
identified, appropriate steps initiated against disputes and matters of
importance included in the agenda. In times of emergency, special
meetings were convened.

The Fund is currently operative in the tsunami-affected
hamlets of Nagapattinam, Cuddallore  and Thirunelveli
districts of Tamil Nadu, covering a total of 45 dalit hamlets.

Helping Rebuild LivelihoodHelping Rebuild LivelihoodHelping Rebuild LivelihoodHelping Rebuild LivelihoodHelping Rebuild Livelihood

Priority was accorded to the most vulnerable families within the

Community Fund Model

provides for the fullest

participation of the

communities and enables them

to make, “collective decisions”

keeping in mind the most

vulnerable families within.

“undue expectations of the

people over the NGO are

restrained since the resources

are put under the collective

control of the people

themselves”
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village; single women and widows are given special attention. The funds
have been used for a varieties of activities including milch animal-
rearing, purchase of bullock cart, goat-rearing, coconut vending,
running petty shops or wholesale business, basket-making, tailoring etc,
as preferred by the respective families. The key rule in the choice of the
livelihood activity has been that it just cannot be the wisdom of the
organization, but necessarily the choice of the family in which the
community alone would have a say.

Providing a seed capital to the Village committees and motivating them
to organize themselves on collective lines, being accountable only to
them has ensured the success of this Model. In the short time that the
CFM has been in place, one can witness the tremendous impact it has
had on the participating communities. Their vulnerability has been
successfully countered and sustainability increased. The nature of
operation and trades being carried out has enhanced the confidence of
community members.

In the long run, all families would be part of the CFM and the seed
capital being augmented would help in meeting the larger requirements
within the village.

The Community Fund Model is a bold experiment without any
precedent and is carried out in spite of doubts from some quarters.
There is reason to take heart as the impact it has had on the
communities so far have vindicated the decision of People’s Watch and
the Village committees that agreed to participate.

OBJECTIVES OF OBJECTIVES OF OBJECTIVES OF OBJECTIVES OF OBJECTIVES OF THE COMMUNITY FUND MODELTHE COMMUNITY FUND MODELTHE COMMUNITY FUND MODELTHE COMMUNITY FUND MODELTHE COMMUNITY FUND MODEL

— To rehabilitate the livelihoods of the non-ocean fishing communities
affected by tsunami by creating immediate but sustainable economic
opportunities.

— To use tsunami as an opportunity to promote and protect the social
and economic rights of the non-ocean fishing communities,
particularly the Dalits and Tribes

— To provide a replicable, participatory and sustainable model of
development, not only for the target communities but also for the
other actors involved in tsunami rehabilitation.

—  To create a platform for these communities to attain overall
empowerment,

— beginning with economic empowerment and taking through the rights
based agendas.

— To build gross-roots level direct constituents for People’s Watch to
pursue its human rights agendas.

The Community Fund

Model is a bold experiment

without any precedent and

is carried out in spite of

doubts from some quarters.

There is reason to take

heart as the impact it has

had on the communities is

path-breaking

The key rule in selecting the

livelihood activity has been

that it just cannot be the

wisdom of the organization,

but necessarily be the choice

of the family in which the

community alone would

have a say.
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Participating Communities

People’s Watch discovered to its utter shock that
relief requests from the vulnerable and marginalized
communities, particularly the inland and backwater
fishing communities who were mostly to be dalits
and tribals have been either discriminated against or
excluded from relief and rehabilitation measures.
People’s Watch constituted a team to probe into this
issue and discovered that hundreds of communities
have been excluded or discriminated against on the
sole reason that they have not lost anything
physically and were not hit by the tsunami directly.
The in-depth study on ‘Discrimination and
Exclusion in State Relief’ carried out by People’s
Watch in February 2005 and the study on
‘Vulnerabilities and Livelihood Security Needs of
Non-ocean Fishing Communities’ brought out many
issues for People’s Watch to adopt a clear-cut path of
intervention.

The secondarily-impacted communities have had
also to deal with livelihood issues because of the
change in backwater area topography, sand-covered
salt pans, and aquaculture farms washed away,
salinity in the inland fishing ponds and agricultural
lands being rendered uncultivable. Both the State and
INGOs failed to recognise this and factor in policies
and programmes to mitigate the sufferings of
millions slightly away from the seashores and the
communities they depended on for their livelihood.

People’s Watch envisaged a project that was
intended to inject the scope of development far
beyond the pre-tsunami conditions of the non-
ocean fishing communities in select 15 tsunami-

The secondarily-impacted

communities have had also

to deal with livelihood

issues because of the change

in backwater area

topography . . .
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affected hamlets each in Nagapattinam, Cuddallore and
Thirunelveli districts of Tamilnadu, covering a total of
45 dalit hamlets.

Particular ParticipantsParticular ParticipantsParticular ParticipantsParticular ParticipantsParticular Participants

All non-ocean fishing communities, namely those
engaged in backwater fishing, inland fishing, Para-
fishing, coastal agricultural and non-fishing
communities, who belong to the most vulnerable and
marginalized sections of the society such as Scheduled
Tribes, Scheduled Caste, Muslim minorities and whose
livelihoods have been affected by tsunami, were
considered the primary paricipants in this experiment.
Specifically, they are engaged in:

— Backwater fishing (prawn fishing, crab catch, crab farming,

fish vending, etc.)

— Inland fishing (fishing, crab catch and farming, fish vending,

etc.)

— Para-fishing (shell collection, pearl collection, algae

collection, lime powder production, ornamental shell

manufacturing, crafts, etc.)

— Coastal agriculture (seasonal agriculture) and  agricultural

coolies

— Non-fishing (petty trades, wage works, labour, services, etc.)

This ‘people-centric’ approach met with a lot of
skepticism from various quarters but People’s Watch
believed in the capacity of the people to refashion their
lives and livelihood issues.

It was the village as a

single unit and not the

individual as the

primary stakeholder of

the project and devised

mechanisms and systems

to include all eligible

and affected families.
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Women’s Empowerment

Women’s restricted mobility and access to assets and resources
make their everyday survival precarious and increase their
vulnerability before, during, and after disasters. The community
fund model is considered a boon by women to confront the
social and economic issues encountered by them. It has
strengthened their livelihoods, social status and domestic rights.

Women, especially the destitute, widowed and deserted
enjoyed the bountiful fruits of the Community Fund
Model, which is abundantly reflected in the wellness of
their families, particularly children.

Empowering processEmpowering processEmpowering processEmpowering processEmpowering process

The Community Fund Model has its own prioritization which
seeks to first benefit vulnerable women and families in the village.
The allocation of the fund ensured that gender discrimination
would not be tolerated and women were treated at par with men in
terms of allocation and distribution. The fund benefited the entire
village irrespective of gender which enabled the model to identify
itself as distinct from the existing SHG model. Women of the
villages admitted that the community fund model had brought
attitudinal  changes in them in terms of  recognising  and supporting
the vulnerable families in their villages on priority basis in contrast
to the trend ensued by the SHGs that focussed on equal division
of credit to eschew conflict among the members.
The Community Fund Model that led to the emergence of
sustainable livelihood sources for the entire village of
Kuminithoppu and Siemonnagar in Nagapattinam district
through its brick kiln business was promoted by women. They
realized the need for such an income-generating activity in the
village itself to counter the menace of migrating to neighboring
states to earn their livelihood. One of the direct and immediate
impacts of this is the education of their children. Children in
happy families with all living under the same roof, feel a sense of
security and schooling for them has become a joyful experience,
unlike in the past when the men folk did not care for what their
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children did with their time and life.

The active participation of women in managing the
Fund and the efficient manipulation of livelihood
resources reformed several men addicted to alcohol.
Women were instrumental in making men realize their
duties and obligations towards their families. As a
result of this, incidences of domestic violence have
drastically reduced.

Women actively participated in training programmes
that gave information and awareness on the schemes
of government and laws that protect their rights.
One impact of this awareness-building exercise has
been the resistance put up by women in the
installation of the power plant in Cuddalore district,
which required the eviction of several villages.
Women actively took part in the protest demanding
their right to life. They stood strong against the
authorities asserting their rights.

The community fund provided was a seed to
ameliorate and strengthen the livelihood sources while
at the same time promoting a culture of human rights.
It has empowered women as protectors of human
rights and the communities have realized the need for
emancipation of women. The first sign of this
progress is the independence they have in decision-
making and management of the fund.

Women feel strongly about alcohol and hence
volunteered to monitor and curb the sale and
distribution of arrack in their villages through the
“federation of dalit villages for livelihood rights”
despite pressure from internal and external forces.
This is an obvious manifestation of women’s
empowerment that does not require any source to
evince or corroborate it.

The community fund model

has empowered women and

made them strong

administrators  which paved

the way for them to shoulder

greater responsibilities.

One impact of the awareness-

building exercise has been the

resistance put up by women

in the installation of the

power plant in Cuddalore

district, which required the

eviction of several villages.

Women actively took part in

the protest demanding their

right to life.
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Elavarasi, a participant of the CFM inElavarasi, a participant of the CFM inElavarasi, a participant of the CFM inElavarasi, a participant of the CFM inElavarasi, a participant of the CFM in
Kuminithoppu village of NagapattinamKuminithoppu village of NagapattinamKuminithoppu village of NagapattinamKuminithoppu village of NagapattinamKuminithoppu village of Nagapattinam
district says:district says:district says:district says:district says:

The project has enabled women of our village to
take up responsibilities in managing the
Community Fund. We are given the right to select
our livelihood sources without any intrusion. I am
a beneficiary of the project and I availed Rs.
10,000 from the Fund. I bought a cow and my
family takes care of it. With the income earned
from the sale of milk I have bought jewels for my
children for their marriage. Besides, my family has
also earned Rs.20,000 in six months from brick-
making. The brick kiln set up in the village with
the support of People’s Watch has provided for
our livelihood needs besides strengthening the
solidarity of the village by providing us the
opportunity to work together, thereby motivating
us as the owners of the brick kiln and  enabling us
to ensure education for our children.

The women in the village have attended nearly
eight training programmes organized by People’s
Watch. These have enabled the women to know
about their rights and have kindled our interest in
participating in all the training programmes.
Women in the village are aware of the imperative
legislations for the benefit of women. Because of
the impact of CFM, domestic violence has
declined and the men have started to recognize
women’s rights.

Our economic status has improved and we feel
that we are the owners of our assets. Women have
come out of all inhibitions that stand in their way
to progress.

Our economic status has

improved and we feel that

we are the owners of our

assets
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 The village committees were instrumental in reinforcing the
solidarity of the community members. They manifest the
unity and independence of each of the villages in
administering the community fund and in taking decisions.
The community members take active participation in the
awareness meetings organized for them, at times even at the
cost of their daily wage earnings.

It was the participants in this project who took the initiative
in identifying the downtrodden dalit villages to be covered
under the project. This affirmative attitude of the people has
strengthened the rapport of the project villages with the
newly identified villages, particularly the neighboring
villages. The respective village committees have united each
of the project villages as a single unit since the members of
the village committees comprise all households of the village
as its members.

The village committee does not confine its responsibility to
distribution of the fund but extends cooperation by
facilitating the participants to select an apt income-
generating activity for livelihood enhancement based on
their capacities and motivates them to strive for their best.
The unity of the village committees has made it possible for
them to tackle the social and economic crises in the villages
and find solutions for them. The village of Kuminithoppu in
Nagapatinam district stands as a perfect example of the
unity for it tackled the issue of social exclusion that
prevailed in their village for a long time.

The villages have also grown to the level of contributing to
the economic support of other villages in need. When a
village encounters any form of crisis other project villages
stand by them to provide support to that village. A case in
point is the unanimous proposal to extend financial support
to Anaikoil village in Nagapattinam district to cover the
amount required by them to complete a land deal for
constructing houses.

Communes of Cooperation

A 16-year-old girl, one who

belongs to the poorest of

the poor category from

Idinthakarai village in

Thirunelveli district, was

rolling beedis as a means of

livelihood and she promised

to contribute Rs. 2000 by

collecting it from her co-

workers
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Anaikoil is a village in Nagapattinam district. This village comes
under the purview of the livelihood project of People’s Watch.
It is a village that has been overlooked by the State and I/NGOs
for aid and support following tsunami. .Almost all villagers are
landless labourers and do not have their own houses. After
People’s Watch introduced the livelihood project in this village,
community members were able to meet their livelihood needs.

People’s Watch, instrumental in strengthening the solidarity of
the community members, motivated them to pool their savings
out of the income they generated from the livelihood sources
to buy land for constructing their own houses. They were able
to accumulate a sum of Rs.60,000 to buy the required land,
but required an additional sum of Rs. 64,000 to conclude the
deal. What the community was able to harness was paid as an
advance and they were vexed about raising the balance, and even
feared forfeiture of the initial sum.

It was then that the other project villages came to learn of the
predicament of Anaikoil community and solidarity was expressed
in unprecedented forms. The other project villages, volunteered
to contribute Rs. 2000 each village. A few direct beneficiaries
volunteered to give individual contributions. A 16-year-old girl,
one who belongs to the poorest of the poor category from
Idinthakarai village in Thirunelveli district, was rolling beedis
as a means of livelihood and she promised to contribute Rs.
2000 by collecting it from her coworkers. The community
members shared that they will provide all support to Anaikoil
village in fulfilling its requirement. They added that if necessary
they would collect money through other sources for completing
the land deal.

The unity of the village

committees has made it

possible to probe into the

social economic crises ram-

pant in the villages and

seek solutions for them
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Breaking Caste Barriers

The village of Chinnakaramaedu in the district of Cuddalore was yet
another village that did not come in the overall development scheme
of the State following the tsunami. People’s Watch was the first to
identify this village, following which several NGOs began to woo the
villagers with relief and rehabilitation packages. The village comprises
two communities, namely the dalits and the vanniyars. The project,
intended for the dalit community alone, was extended to the vanniyar
community because of their strong persuasion on the ground that
their economic status was no better than that of the dalits.

Prior to the intervention of People’s Watch in this village, these two
communities were not in good terms and they were often hostile to
each other. Sporadic clashes between them were common and a major
communal clash, which occurred in 1993, deepened the rift between
the two communities. People’s Watch decided to extend the project to
this village as a whole encompassing both the dalits and the vanniyars
in the hope that it would bridge the chasm created by that communal
clash, besides providing them livelihood assistance for their
upliftment.

The project was launched in the village based on the undertaking
given by leaders and representatives of both communities that the
project would be implemented without any hurdles. Since then, the
project has indeed bridged the gap that prevailed between the two
communities and strengthened their rapport.

This cordial rapport established by the endeavors of People’s Watch
has enabled the two communities to attain some significant
achievements. World Vision, a leading international NGO which
wanted to provide assistance to these communities paid a visit to
the village. But unfortunately

it could not since accessibility to the village was hindered by the
absence of motorable roads. Members of both communities jointly
decided to lay a road and, as a result of their efforts, World Vision
visited the village. It was also reported that World vision was
impressed by the solidarity of these communities offered to build a

The project initially mandated

to the dalit communities alone

but the vanniyar commuity

persuaded to extend the project

to their community as

their economical status was at

par with those of the dalits

Members of these communities

who never invited each other on

special occasions such as

marriages and other traditional

ceremonies now do so after they

they participated without any

discrimination
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community hall for them provided they fetch a piece of land for
construction of the community hall.  The two communities
pooling their resources together bought a piece of land for
constructing the community hall. World vision convinced by the
solidarity of both the communities extended the financial
assistance and the support to construct the community hall.

Similarly, the access road leading to Pitchavaram was damaged
by the tsunami tidal waves and that no one had come forward to
repair it. Eventually, both these caste groups joined hands once
again and laid a proper road, which is now being used by many.

What is significant is the social interaction that the project has
generated. Hitherto sparring communities that kept to
themselves began to invite each other to others’ specials
occasions such as weddings and traditional ceremonies.

The village has identified another village named Kaduvetti in
the district of Cuddalore comprising multiple caste groups in
the hope they can share their experience of communal harmony
that has led to the economic well-being of the entire village.

Ms. Indira a resident of Kaduvetti village in Cuddalore district
narrates,

“Our village is a small one with just 50 families. We have many
caste groups among us such as the dalits , vanniyars, nadars and
chettiars. We were deprived of assistance and support from the
state after tsunami. Since the economic status of all the
communities is same we did not have any conflicts. The
beneficiaries of Chinnakaramaedu village identified us for the
project. When they visited our village they told us that the
project was a success in their village owing to their unity. They
added that it was difficult for them at the beginning to work
together because of the rift that existed between the two
communities, namely the dalits and the vanniyars.

The project enabled them to accept each other and work
together for the progress of the village. Our preliminary meeting
was held in the presence of the representatives of
Chinnakaramaedu and we proposed the formation of two
village committees along caste lines for the administration of
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the village. Mr. Panjauthapani, a beneficiary of
Chinnakaramaedu, then said that Chinnakaramaedu
has two village committees because at the inception
of the project both the communities were not in
good terms, so they resolved to have two village
committees but Kaduvetti should not replicate that
as it already has some amity prevailing. He
persuaded us to have only one village committee
and said that would add to the credibility and attest
to the unity of the village. He said they regret
having two village committees in their village and if
possible they would merge them into one. Heeding
to his wish and plea, we formed one village
committee for all the communities in the village.
We did not have any problems in selecting
beneficiaries of the fund as they identified solely on
basis of dire needs of the households, irrespective
of caste.”
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Social Impacts
The Community Fund Model has ameliorated and vivified the
livelihood opportunities of the people in the project villages. It
has created a substantial impact on the social status of the
villages. The livelihood assistance extended has escalated the
economic status of the village, enabling them to meet their basic
needs besides fulfilling the educational requirements of the
children.

Many school children had to drop out of school because of the
family’s poor economic situation and because their parents had to
migrate to other states in search of jobs. Children lived with
unfulfilled dreams and were staring at uncertain future. What the
livelihood support provided by the project was to enable
communities to remain in their villages and ensure the continued
schooling of their children. One of the direct impacts of the project
in these villages was to arrest the growing incidences of children
dropping out of school.

The villages of Manthoppu and Rajanagar in Nagapatinam district
have made endeavours to ensure quality education for school
children by organizing tuitions for them by college students of the
villages free of cost. The livelihood support provided has reformed
many men who were prone to alcoholism thus moulding them into
responsible family heads, as a result of which the rate of domestic
violence has almost ceased and family savings have gone up. There is
now more money for the welfare of their families.

The solidarity of villages promoted by the project has increased the
economic and social status of dalit communities. Social exclusion
cases were addressed and excluded families were brought within the
purview of the project. The participants of the project are able to
lead a life with dignity amidst other communities because of the
heightened economic status apart from providing support for the
education of their children. The training programmes provided to
the communities has inculcated a perspective on human rights which
has enabled them to defend their basic rights. Women,once confined
to household chores, have now opened up to shoulder managerial
responsibilities. Women form a greater proportion in the
administration of village committees and asset monitoring. The
communities generously acknowledge women’s participation and the
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ability to make decisions without conflicts of interests.

The project has also promoted communal unity and has made it
possible for two different sections of the society, namely the dalits
and the backward class communities, to work together and carry out
functions with out any ill-will. The communities say that they have
started losing the social stigma that was once attached to them
because of their self-confidence and the belief that they are the
masters of their destiny. They are an empowered lot who take pride
as owners of the assets they have been able to create with their
determination and hard work. They are more than ready to defend
their basic human rights and even the rights of their community.

Sheela, resident of Kumminithoppu village in Nagapattinam district
had a problem on her hands before the Community Fund Model was
introduced. She and her husband had to migrate to Kerala for work
and they had to leave their four little children with relatives back in
the village. The relatives were not concerned about what these
children did when Sheela and her husband were away at work, as a
result of which the children stopped going to school. To add to her
woes was also a husband who was addicted to alcohol and all the
money that they earned in other states was spent there itself.

Sheela says with tears in her eyes, “After working hard for months
together in other states, we had to come back empty-handed as what
we earned was just enough for our food and travel. Oftentimes we
had to starve. Our children were the worst affected and we worried
about their future. We felt a sense of hopelessness and my husband
started drinking more and more in despair.

“T he setting of the brick-kiln in our village is God-send for us,” says
Sheela because it not only gave her and her husband a decent means
of livelihood, but a whole lot of other benefits. “My children have
resumed their schooling; my husband who was addict to alcoholism
is now a changed man and does not go for work outside village and
whatever he earns is only spent on the family. Since my husband is in
the village always he takes care of all household matters. It would not
be an exaggeration to claim that the project has not only supported
our livelihoods but has reformed many men in the village who were
addicted to alcohol like my husband.”

Communities wanted to

reflect the power,

strength and unity of the

federation in its name

and coined the federation

as “Federation of dalit

villages for livelihood

rights”
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Federation of Dalit Villages

When it came to the question of carrying forward the mandate of
the project after the expiry of its tenure, the participants of the
project volunteered to federate all the 45 project villages. The
communities saw a strong reason to form a federation and that is
to ensure Government entitlements earmarked for them reach
them.

The communities were asked to discuss the same and after detailed
discussions the communities emerged with the concept of forming
a federation of dalit villages at the state level.

The following reasons as spelt by the communities formed the
rationale for the federation:

è A federation would facilitate monitoring of the progress of
the project besides being able to extend its mandate to other
villages.

è through the collective endeavours of a federation, funds can
be collected by project villages to extended the community
fund model to other deserving villages for livelihood
assistance.

è it would strengthen the solidarity of dalit villages and enable
them to address human rights violations.

è Federation would enable the communities to strengthen the
struggle for their social, cultural and economic rights.

è It would ensure economic sustainability from a rights-based
approach.

è be a facilitator to implement and monitor government
schemes meant for the weaker sections of the society.

è New sources for income-generation could be promoted
through the federation.

è Training program could be arranged for communities on
employment guarantee schemes and such other welfare
measures to enable people  to avail them from the State.

The communities themselves

proposed to monitor the

schemes of the State which

blatantly shows that the

communities are aware of

their rights and they see the

federation as a means for

upholding their rights
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It was decided that all 40 villages shall be part of the
federation and function under the guidance of a general
committee, a managing committee and a working committee.
Membership to the federation would be restricted to only
Dalit villages.

The communities wanted to reflect the power, strength and
unity of the federation in its name and, therefore called it
the “Federation of Dalit Villages for Livelihood Rights.” The
federation comprises three working committees to monitor
the Public Distribution System and the “100 days’s scheme
of the ‘National Rural Employment Guarantee Act”.

The federation had in furtherance to its undertaking to
monitor the implementation of the national Rural Guarantee
Act in the districts of Cuddalore and Nagapatinam
conducted 13 enrolment camps in just four days wherein one
1026 persons from villages within and outside the project
enrolled themselves in the scheme.
  The enrolment camp was organized by the members of the
federation drawing minimal assistance from people’s watch.
The velocity at which they ventured into this undertaking
highlights their urge to monitor the schemes and
entitlements that have a direct bearing on their livelihoods
which was out of sight earlier due to their nescience.  A
general survey on the functioning of the public distribution
system in the districts of cuddalore and nagapatinam was
conducted and a report on it shall be divulged shortly. The
federation which initially wanted to curb the sale and
distribution of arrack prevalent in the villages decided to
design powerful mechanisms for it before it steps into the
task.
The communities recognize the need for the federation to
promote and protect their socio-economic rights in the long
run. The aspiration of the communities is to grow beyond
the barriers and hurdles that impede their progress and
success. The communities say that the federation will be a
major impetus for their empowerment and realization of
socio-economic rights besides overcoming the hurdles caused
by the other communities, higher officials and the State.
The federation has planned to take up other issues such as
the distribution of panchami land for the dalits, maternity
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benefits to women, and monitoring the provisions for adi-
dravida children. The readiness of the communities to
monitor the schemes of the State indicates that they are
aware of their rights and they see the federation as a means
for upholding their livelihood rights.
The communities are quick to acknowledge the role that
People’s Watch played in empowering them and giving them
the decision-making power in all aspects of the project,
enabling them to own the project, eventually leading to the
creation of the federation. The federation pays rich tribute
to People’s Watch for shaping the people to become human
rights defenders by placing them in a better position to fight
for their rights.
The integration of dalit villages into a federation was
debated among the community members which formed the
basis to shape the federation. It was decided by the
community members that the dalit villages shall be the only
members of the federation. The decision that all the dalit
villages shall be members of the federation lead to the
debate as to whether the non dalits living in the dalit
villages will also benefit out of the federation. After a
prolonged healthy debate among the community members it
was resolved that the non dalits residing in the dalit villages
shall also benefit out of the federation provided they come
forward to identify themselves as dalits among dalits in the
respective village. In this understanding the community
members of the village who are non-dalits pronounced their
willingness to identify themselves as dalits among the dalits
in the village. The federation aspired to extend its coverage
to all the dalit villages in Tamilnadu and in the long run
wanted to reach out to all the dalit villages across the
country. But owing to the practical difficulties and fear of
impeding the progress of the federation at its initial stage
the federation confined its membership to 45 villages in the
districts of cuddalore, nagapatiinam and thirunelveli, where
the project is being implemented.
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Some Impacts-
Intended and Otherwise

The impact on livelihood enhancement of the participating
communities may be summed up very briefly as ‘from
nothingness to self-worth and economic freedom and
stability’. What is not so very visible in terms of a project
model is the political nature of the impact it has had on the
lives of the people and participating communities. Without
hesitation all of them would vouch for the impact it had on
them, personally, socially, and politically. Many of them
kicked off  their old habits of neglecting their kith and kin
and become responsible fathers and mothers, several of them
feel that there is new dignity attached to their lives and all of
them would say that vulnerability is no longer an issue that
would scare them. They have learned the skills of survival in
times of adversity and their self-esteem at an all time high.

Particularly because of the different training programmes
conducted by People’s Watch for these communities they are
critically aware of their rights and have avowed to collectively
bargain for what is rightfully due to them. The creation of
federation of dalit villages to push forth this agenda is the
single largest impact that a simple livelihood restoration
programme has created.

Given below is a sampling of the kind of impact the project
has had on some select communities.

Kummanithoppu village, Nagapattinam district:Kummanithoppu village, Nagapattinam district:Kummanithoppu village, Nagapattinam district:Kummanithoppu village, Nagapattinam district:Kummanithoppu village, Nagapattinam district:

Although the financial assistance provided by People’s Watch
enabled the villagers to establish a brick kiln and create an
asset amounting to Rs. 500,000, ensuring round the year
employment for all the villages, there are some spinoffs from
this and they may recounted as:

—The cessation of migration to Kerala for work where they
were treated as bonded labourers. But now with the setting
up of the brick kiln, they are able to earn their livelihood
in the village itself.

—A sense of pride as ‘owners’ of the community-initiated
project than as ‘recipients’ of benefits extended.

The project has promoted a

human rights culture and

economic improvement for

the dalits living along the

south-east coast of India

Sheela, Kumminithoppu
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—Women aver that their husbands have become responsible
persons

—and have kicked the habit of consuming alcohol.
—Children deprived of education because of the migration of

their parents now going to schools as their parents are self-
employed in the brick kiln business and are able to take care of
their children’s education.

— Incidences of social exclusion have been successfully
confronted with a heightened sense of dignity and rights
perspective.

Chinnatheru village, Nagapattinam distictChinnatheru village, Nagapattinam distictChinnatheru village, Nagapattinam distictChinnatheru village, Nagapattinam distictChinnatheru village, Nagapattinam distict

In this village, cattle-rearing has been the principal activity. The
project helped them consolidate this as the major source of
income for the entire village. Villagers have formed a loose
cooperative and have employed a worker to monitor milk
production besides taking the milk to the cooperative society for
sale. The project has promoted solidarity and improved the
livelihoods of the community members.
One incident of the managing committee being irresponsible
with the community fund was brought to the notice of the
people and People’s Watch. However, a diligent community
saw to it that such irresponsible behavious would not be
tolerated.

Chinakaramedu, Cuddalore districtChinakaramedu, Cuddalore districtChinakaramedu, Cuddalore districtChinakaramedu, Cuddalore districtChinakaramedu, Cuddalore district

A village once divided along two communities – dalits and
vanniyars – today is an epitome of cooperation. Both communities
joined hands to make a road on their own to gain access to their
village. World Vision was inspired by this extraordinary solidarity
and expressed its intention to build a community hall for them, for
which land was required. Both communities participated in the
drive to raise money for the land. Now the community hall is
registered as a trust in the name of both the village committees
and managed jointly by these communities.

Vallalar Nagar, Cuddalore districtVallalar Nagar, Cuddalore districtVallalar Nagar, Cuddalore districtVallalar Nagar, Cuddalore districtVallalar Nagar, Cuddalore district

All project participants in this village are dalits who were
discriminated by the backward class communities. The main
occupation of dalits is fishing, but the backward caste
communities prevented them being engaged in this and
following the tsunami, they were totally deprived of their
livelihoods.

The project has enabled them to improve their economic status
and withstand the challenges posed by the backward class
communities.

This project has cre-

ated awareness among

the downtrodden of

the society of their

rights which they

never

availed owing to their

ignorance of laws

guaranteeing their

rights.

Arumugam, Vallalar

Nagar
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What People Say

This project has promoted unity among the
dalit villages and strengthened solidarity.

– Sivalingam, Kuminithoppu

This project has served as a tool for realization of
rights of the down trodden communities of the
society that were  groping in the dark for upliftment.

 – Selva Nathan,Nanthan Nagar

The livelihood project of People’s Watch has
awakened a dalit rights movement along the coast.

– Kaliamurthi, Valluar Nagar
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This project has ameliorated the livelihoods of
dalit villages making them economically strong.

– Vijayamurugan

The project has united all the abandoned dalit
villages and provided for the livelihood means
of the dalit villages

– Natarajan, Kuminithoppu

The project has enabled women to realize their right to life
and empowered them as human rights defenders.

– Indira, Kaduvetti

The project has strengthened us as owners rather than as
receivers. We are empowered to confront any crisis and impact
caused by natural disasters in future.

– Kamachi, Siemon Nagar

The project has benefited the people living below
the poverty line in dalit villages.

– Maheswari

The project has been instrumental in the liberation
of women who have been chained by social norms
for centuries.

- Elavarasi, Kuminithoppu


