
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CASE STUDY 

Jharkhand, India   

Group of women 
claims rights  
and services  
from the state 
Going against the patriarchal social norms in their 

communities, a group of indigenous (adivasi) women in 

Jarkhand, India, got together and claimed the right to 

benefit from a government scheme designed to improve 

land-based livelihoods. This action changed their own lives 

but also those of the people around them, as they 

motivated the entire community to claim their right to 

benefit from this scheme. 

PRINCIPAL ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED 

Swadhina 

Sardardih Women's Committee 

LOCATION 

Sardardih village, Bondih region,  

East Singbhum district, State of Jharkhand, 

India 

TIMELINE 

2010 - present 

TARGET AUDIENCE 

Civil society organizations (CSOs), 

Community based organizations (CBOs) 

KEYWORDS 

Government programme, access to credit, 

adivasi, indigenous women 



  

Case description 
Background issues 

One third of India’s population lives in poverty (IFAD, Rural Poverty Portal 2016). 

However, the distribution of poverty is uneven; it has geographic, ethnic and 

gender dimensions. The state of Jharkhand is located in a region characterised 

by a vast plateau of high hills and dense forests. Most inhabitants belong to 

indigenous (adivasi) communities and live in a desperate condition of poverty 

and marginalization. Women find themselves in a particularly disadvantaged 

situation with the patriarchal value system - deeply rooted in society - often 

acting against them. Women traditionally make the maximum contribution to 

agricultural production with work ranging from sowing to harvesting and 

threshing activities. Yet they do not inherit any property, including land, as 

inheritance is usually passed down from father to son or to brothers. They have 

little or no control over decision-making processes in their households and 

hardly have any voice in society. Consequently, they are usually at the bottom of 

the social hierarchy. The situation is worse for indigenous women, who face 

constant discrimination in society both as women and as part of a minority, and 

lack exposure to the world beyond the narrow limits of their home and its 

surroundings.  

Sardardih, East Singbhum, Jharkhand, is populated by indigenous Santal people. 

Indigenous peoples are usually described as Scheduled Tribe in the parlance of 

the Government of India. Agriculture and animal husbandry are the Santals’ only 

source of living. However, with limited resources to make the best use of their 

GOOD PRACTICES 
Towards making land governance more people-centred 
This case study is part of the ILC’s Database of Good Practices, an initiative that documents and systematises 

ILC members and partners’ experience in promoting , as defined in the Antigua 

Declaration of the ILC Assembly of Members. Further information at www.landcoalition.org/what-we-do 

This case study supports people-centred land governance as it contributes to: 

Commitment 2 Ensure equitable land distribution and public investment that supports small-scale 

farming systems 

Commitment 4 Ensure gender justice in relation to land 
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small tracts of land, agricultural productivity is low and most people live in 

perpetual food insecurity. The local government at the grassroots level (usually 

called Panchayati Raj1 in India) has not been very proactive in approaching these 

communities and many of its land-based schemes have remained beyond their 

reach. An example of this is the Agro Credit Cards scheme2, designed to provide 

low-income farmers with access to credit from government institutions. 

Solution  

Since 2013 the Indian NGO Swadhina has promoted awareness amongst 

indigenous women in East Singbhum on the right to land and land-based 

livelihood. Swadhina inspired them to form a local Sardardih Women's 

Committee for collective action. Members were provided with the necessary 

training on land issues and on the techniques of advocacy, lobbying and 

mobilization. 

Twenty-two rural women from this group got together to claim from the State 

their right to obtain the Agro Credit Card. This Card could ensure better 

investments on their land. It is interesting to note that while men, who are 

normally considered the decision-makers with regards to land and land-based 

initiatives, were wary to approach the government officials, the women did not 

hesitate to take action. Traditionally, within a community, it is the men who deal 

with external actors. However, in this case, they refused to approach the 

Panchayat Block. They were concerned they would be turned down or receive 

an even harsher treatment. Women, on the contrary, volunteered to come 

forward and met with the officials. They were granted their due right to the 

scheme and they received the credit money on time for their farming season.  

The funds obtained through the Agro Credit Card were very useful for the 

recipients. The case of Ms. Phulmoni Mahato is illustrative. Ms. Phulmoni 

Mahato took a loan of INR 14,000 through the Agro Credit Card and purchased 

potato and tomato seeds. She planted these seeds on a plot of 3 bighas (about 

1 acre) of land. The initiative earned her a profit of about INR 24,000. After 

repaying the loan, she purchased two bullocks for ploughing her land. She also 

invested a portion of the profit in a Life Insurance Policy in her own name. 

Similar examples can be detailed from other group members too. 

                                                        

1 The Panchayat system is a system of grass-roots governance in India whereby villages are governed through a local village-

level body, elected by the villagers themselves. They are the primary body responsible for implementation of development 

programs of the state and central government. The Panchayat implements different government schemes and programs 

related to the welfare of local communities, which also include policies governing land and agriculture. 

2 The Agro Credit Card, formally known as Kisan (Farmer) Credit Card, is a government scheme through which farmers are 

given access to credit at low interest rates to buy seeds and other inputs such as, fertilizers or pesticides. Although it is the 

responsibility of the government to reach out to marginalized farmers and build awareness about this program, in reality, this 

hardly happens. Consequently, many of the potential beneficiaries do not benefit from it. 



This success did not only change the lives and destinies of these twenty-two 

women, but it also inspired others to take action. The chain-reaction of 

motivation that it triggered has caused that the entire system of land-based 

livelihood is now in the hands of the people. Poor people can once again look at 

their land as a viable source of livelihood and embrace family-based farming as 

an option against migration to urban areas and wage labour. In conclusion, the 

efforts of the Sardardih Women's Committee gave others hope and the 

prospect of a better future.  

Activities 

Swadhina has been active in the region of East Singbhum since 2000. At the 

beginning, activities were primarily focused on natural resource management 

and food security with particular attention to poor women, the majority of whom 

belonged to the Santal indigenous community. In 2010, the focus of the 

program shifted to the ‘empowerment of women’ and, to this end, Swadhina, 

took steps to form women’s groups in the project area. These activities received 

incentives in 2013 following support from ILC. 

Swadhina works closely with impoverished communities in the areas of gender 

justice, social upliftment and fundamental human rights’ strengthening. 

Women’s groups give members the opportunity to raise demands in favor of 

their rights, which are often neglected due to discriminatory social norms. A key 

example of collective action from the women’s group formed by Swadhina 

concerns the issue of unequal wages between men and women. The Indian laws 

are clear in this regard and do not allow any discriminations. They reflect the 

progress made since India’s independence in 1947. However, in reality, practices 

remain highly discriminatory against women. The group successfully challenged 

the status quo. Women were denied wages at the market rate for their 

plantation work in the forest region, so they approached the Forestry 

Department with a collective petition. The Chief Officer immediately intervened 

in their favor and they obtained that 1) the compulsory number of days of work 

under the NREGA3 scheme was respected and 2) wages were established 

according to the government rules. 

Following the setting up of the group, Swadhina organized a number of training 

and orientation sessions for the group members which included gender 

awareness; access to government services; functioning of the Panchayats/Local 

Governments. This was a crucial step. 

Swadhina also promoted awareness on the right to land and land-based 

livelihoods. As part of this process, the twenty-two women of the Sardardih 

                                                        

3 NREGA stands for “National Rural Employment Guarantee Act”. It is a social safety net programme by the Government India, 

launched in 2005.It was subsequently named “Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act” (MGNREGA). The 

programs guarantees a minimum of 100 days of work per year for the poorest sections of the society in rural areas.  



Women's Committee for collective action met with the officials of their 

Panchayat Block and successfully asked to be granted access to the Agro Credit 

Card program.  

Importance of the case  
for people-centred land governance 

This case shows the importance of respecting, protecting and strengthening 

land rights for women and men living in poverty. Through joint action and thanks 

to Swadhina’s facilitation, people in Sardardih saw their land rights reinforced 

and their income increase.  

It is also a model for gender justice and inclusive decision making. Possibly for 

the first time in their life, women’s group members collectively mobilized for joint 

action. This contributed to raise their income and quality of life.  

Changes 
Baseline 

Sardardih and the surrounding villages belong to the Patamda Block in the state 

of Jharkhand, which has a common border with the State of West Bengal. This 

area is remote and this is probably one of the reasons why basic government 

services are inadequate. The Department of Agriculture is located in another 

area, too far to ensure good services to the communities. Unsurprisingly, the 

majority of the inhabitants live in impoverished conditions. Swadhina is one the 

first NGOs to work with the communities of this region.  

The region - just like the State of Jharkhand more generally - has a low literacy 

rate (74%) that falls below the national average. Women’s literacy rate is even 

lower if compared with national standards (65% vs 52%). The other socio-

economic indicators also depict a dismal scenario. Half of the population lives 

below the poverty line (one-third is the national figure) and the entire region is a 

hotbed for Maoist guerrilla insurgency. Swadhina’s initiative, although modest, 

should be appreciated in this context.  

Achievements 

The initiative’s achievements can be summarized as follows: 

 Concrete changes took place in the lives of group members. In addition, 

women were given recognition in a society which had normally denied them 

their rights. They are now regularly consulted in their respective households 

and at the broader community level on various social issues. In the context 

of the Indian social structure, this is an important achievement. Group 



members are aware of their rights and entitlements. Furthermore, they are 

now an example for others. This experience was for them - as they 

themselves declared - life-changing. It gave them a sense of confidence and 

empowerment and motivated them to undertake further joint actions to 

improve their socio-economic conditions and claim their rights. 

 Group members and other households felt encouraged to claim their rights 

over land tenure. By emulating the example of the Swadhina group, other 

people obtained the Agro Credit Card facilities. A recent survey - conducted 

in the area by the local Women’s Group with support from Swadhina - 

showed that one fourth of the families in the area already availed themselves 

of the facilities of the Agro Credit Card, while a further 67% applied for such 

a scheme.  

 The activity of group members and their peers have forced local government 

officials to take action. Due to the strength of collective action and people’s 

enthusiasm, the government extended its cooperation with the grassroots. 

This resulted in an improvement of public service delivery to grassroots 

beneficiaries. Currently 200 women members own their irrigation system. An 

additional 150 are implementing animal husbandry activities with the 

support of Swadhina. All of them have legal ownership on their land, which is 

registered in their name. The members of the women’s groups helped more 

than 200 rural women in the neighboring Patamda Block to gain ownership 

of their house through the government scheme Indira Awas Yojana. Finally, 

two Women Farmers Groups were set up in two villages with 113 members. 

These groups are currently working on building awareness on land laws and 

agricultural support schemes among women farmers.  

Evidence 

Swadhina has worked on extensive documentation of its activities which are 

reflected in its periodic monitoring and other reports, prepared quarterly or 

annually. In 2014 it also conducted an in-house evaluation4 of its program 

activities in the East Singbhum area, which documented in detail the impacts of 

the program on women group members. Finally, the actions and positive 

outcomes they achieved through joint action were quite widely covered by the 

local press.  

  

                                                        

4 The evaluation report is available upon request to Swadhina. 



Lessons learned 
Lessons for civil society 

 Despite stereotypes, women are as capable as men in leadership challenges. 

It is crucial to support them by creating an enabling space. It is often a 

matter of self-confidence, as it is evident in this case. Women spontaneously 

came forward when they felt sufficiently confident to do so. 

 People-centred actions cannot be implemented by external agents alone. 

The need for action must come from the people themselves. In other words, 

a ‘bottom-up’ approach is key for achieving the desired success. In the case 

of Swadhina, this CSO - through its facilitation work and capacity building 

activities - acted as a bridge. It fostered an increase in the level of self-

confidence of the women who took action.  

 People-centred land governance cannot be obtained through protest rallies 

only. Actions do not produce results overnight but generate change over a 

long period of time. It took persistent efforts by Swadhina to establish 

regular contacts between the government and the women’s group 

members. Particularly for women engaging with the government meant 

shedding off their deeply ingrained social and cultural inhibitions to directly 

approach men outside their families.  

 It is essential that NGOs rely on specific facilitation skills. As external 

stakeholders, they need to be familiar with the local context, including social 

norms and gender relations at the community level. This is crucial for them 

to deploy their role as bridges connecting communities with the outside 

environment. The support they offer must be culturally and socially 

appropriate for the specific social, economic and political context in which 

they operate.   

Lessons for policy makers 

It is important to recognize the force of a ‘bottom-up’ approach. Such an 

approach entails the adoption of inclusive decision making processes both in 

conversations between policy makers and grassroots communities, and within 

the communities themselves. It also means accepting transparency and 

accountability as key values in all interventions.  

Challenges 

 In a patriarchal mind-set women are considered as ‘helpers in farming 

activities’ rather than as ‘producers’. Hence the decision-making power more 

often than not rests with the men. The lead role played by women in 



approaching the government officials and their success in obtaining the Agro 

Credit Card marked a significant turning point. It pushed men to 

acknowledge women’s ‘capability’ to assume the ‘non-traditional’ role of 

decision-makers. 

 Given the long history of discrimination in the wider Indian society and the 

marginalized role of women within their families, it was a daunting challenge 

for Swadhina to bring about change in this regard and to build enough 

confidence among local women to approach government departments for 

the recognition of their rights. 

 It will be challenging to replicate this success and to make more people 

aware of the fact that rights related to land and livelihoods can be obtained 

through people-centred actions. 

Follow-up 

The action began with a handful of people. However, it reached out to most of 

the villagers as a people-centred initiative. It affirmed the capability of women to 

assume more responsibility in their family and in society despite the 

marginalized roles they have been traditionally relegated to in both. As detailed 

above, the women’s moment came somewhat fortuitously when men were 

reluctant to approach the government officials about the Agro Credit Card. In 

their stead, their women peers volunteered for the task. Not only did they 

succeed for themselves but they also unleashed a momentum for other women 

and the community at large. In Sardardih those who benefitted from the 

government’s scheme saw positive changes in their lives - they were able to 

acquire new animal resources, support their children’s education, and open new 

savings accounts. 
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Photos, videos 

Photos and videos are available in the “Gallery” section of Swadhina’s website 

http://www.swadhina.org.in/gallery.htm 
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