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Introduction:

From March 11-22, 2004, Canadians in Windsor, Edmonton, Calgary, Lethbridge, Regina and Winnipeg heard from South Asia Partnership Canada on how Indian women are fighting barriers of sexism and becoming decision-makers for their communities.

The six-city tour was an effort by South Asia Partnership Canada, its hosting partners in each city, and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), to promote links between Canadian and South Asian civil society organizations on the role of women in local government in Canada and India. The aim of the tour was to target the following stakeholders/communities through public speaking events and smaller meetings: international development NGOs, elected municipal representatives in Canada, particularly women representatives, or those interested in gender and governance issues; Indo-Canadian and South Asian organizations and communities, academia, women’s groups, research institutes and local media. A strong effort was made to present the Indian and Canadian picture, in this regard, on a common platform, rather than just presenting on the issue as it is evolving in India.
As Program Manager for the three-year project titled South Asia Regional People and Policy Program (SARPPP), funded by the South Asian desk of the Canadian International Development Agency, I was the keynote speaker at the various events. A key theme for this project is creating an enabling environment for South Asian women to participate in local government. In the past, we had Indian women – a researcher-advocate and a councilor, speak to this issue in Canada. This experience gave me enough understanding of the issue to be an effective spokeswoman. 

India is a leader on the issue of women and local government. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments, passed in India in 1992 and 1993, constitutionally recognized local self-governance units at three tiers of local government – village, block and district level. Most significantly, they made the provision for reserving not less than 33 per cent of seats for women at the local government level. As a result, an estimated five million women have entered local politics to contest these seats in the last ten years. 

There is also a quota within a quota. Within the 33 per cent reservation there is a further reservation for women from the lowest and most marginalized, castes from Hindu society. As a result poor, low caste-women, who are often illiterate, as well as tribal women, have had a chance to participate in local government.  

Canada has no official government policy measure to ensure greater participation of Canadian women in local government. According to figures compiled by the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) women hold only 21.7 per cent of elected positions in Canada. Worldwide, Canada ranks as low as 37th of 181 countries, on this important human development measure.

The first event

The first event that brought together Indian and Canadian issues took place before the tour began, in Ottawa, Canada. SAP Canada took the lead in organizing an event, with local government and civil society partners, to coincide with the celebration of International Women’s Day. Held on March 5, 2004 at the Ottawa City Hall, it was attended by a range of stakeholders from local government, CIDA, local women’s and community groups and national organizations. Forty people, including the 5 speakers, attended. Ottawa City councilor Diana Holmes introduced the event. 

I delivered a presentation on: A quota system for women in local government: lessons from India. (The content of the presentation is documented at the end of this report.) This was the same talk that I repeated, with some modification, throughout the tour. The two Canadian initiatives showcased were: City for All Women Initiative, Ottawa, funded by the Status of Women Canada and ‘Increasing women’s participation in Municipal Consultation Processes Project. The former was presented by Suzanne Doerge, Coordinator, who had asked Mariam Abdirahman (Somali Women’s Support and Information Line) and Sandy Onyalo (Ottawa Rape Crisis Centre) to present as well. The latter project was presented by Dr. Caroline Andrew, Member Steering Committee, Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM).

The panel was followed by a lively discussion with many women from the floor advocating on related issues. The report of the event, including recommendations for enhancing women’s civic participation, has been circulated among the participants, through the SAP Canada e-newsletter and is posted on the SAP website.   

Windsor

The tour started in Windsor with a visit to the South Asia Centre of Windsor. This immigrant service organization serving South Asians is a SAP Canada member organization. Here there was a good exchange of information with the Program Director, Veena Varma. 

The Windsor event, held on the University of Windsor campus, was sponsored by OPIRG (Ontario Public Interest Research Group) Windsor. The event was held in the plush Katzman Lounge in Vanier Hall at the University of Windsor. The walls displayed classic paintings. The crowd was small (about a dozen people) but very interested in South Asia and the issue. It included Pakistani-Canadian students who wanted to volunteer in Pakistan and India. The South Asian students pledged to screen the video film Daughters of the 73rd Amendment, at a later event. (See box at the very end of this document for film description and ordering information.) The film could not be screened at the event due to technical difficulties. In fact, one enthusiastic young man borrowed the video right away to get it copied, and returned it to my hotel later that night! The South Asia Centre had also shown an interest in screening the film for a South Asian women’s group that meets regularly at the Centre. 

Edmonton

The Edmonton event was sponsored by the Alberta Council for Global Cooperation (ACGC). Around 18 very interested and involved people attended this event. The average age was considerably higher here than in Windsor. My presentation was followed by a very good presentation by Edmonton City Councilor and former Alberta MLA Liberal Karen Leibovici. During her tenure she had held the portfolio of Health and Labour Critic. 

The following is a summary of her talk. Leibovici had not grown up wanting to be a politician; few people want to be politicians. She has degrees in social work and business administration. Her first taste of politics came when she served on the school board. Later she organized a union of social workers in Montreal. A lot of decisions that drive Canada are made by politicians and carried out by bureaucrats. So the process is quite top-down. Women candidates are given “unwinnable ridings”. They are also drawn to parties which are not “power parties” or parties that do not win elections.  

She spoke about organizations and initiatives in Canada promoting women in government – Equal Voice, Fairworld Canada, Fem Jep, Winning Women. Fem Jep sent out surveyed the candidates on how much they would spend on healthcare. They followed up with meetings with elected members afterwards to ensure accountability. Follow-up to the election is important. “Most groups go away after elections.” But since politicians must win again it is possible to hold them accountable. So the follow-up strategy can work.

Winning Women have conducted a lot of research on why and how women vote, and why women candidates win or lose. The findings are consistent with research done in India. Winning Women have also held campaign colleges for women interested in running. It has been observed that women candidates lack political experience and public support, despite the fact that it is the women in political parties who do a lot of the actual work, i.e. committees. But this work experience is not valued by party leadership.

Poverty is a big hurdle to women’s political participation. Media are not helpful either. The media portrayal of Barbara Stronach was quite objectionable as were some of the male responses at campaign meetings. The Sheila Copps campaign was completely sabotaged. Media dwell more on what women politicians wore, rather than discussing what they said. Gender stereotypes are a constraint. Women politicians are subjected to psychological violence and harassment.

In my presentation I had used an overhead entitled “ Constraints” (for locally elected women representatives in India). Leibovici asked that the overhead be left on for her presentation which powerfully made the connection between some of the common constraints – individual and systemic – that Indian and Canadian locally elected women representatives face, despite the differences in the overall status of Indian and Canadian women, and the developmental indices of the two countries. 

Politics have been very much a male domain and people are very disillusioned with it. Women tend to be more ethical. Yet a woman politician cannot depend on women’s votes. Women should take a clear stand if they enter politics. They can win without jumping on the bandwagon. Yet women do have to play the game to a certain extent, like spending money on campaigning, and going along with the party stance, while adding some local issues of their own.

The only way to influence the system is to understand it. The system is power based so women must keep the power when they get elected or they will lose the next time around. At the same time the system is not impervious to change. You can spread the power around but you cannot give it to the opposition party. Candidates must involve the people and maintain community support. They need to conduct research and be well prepared, especially for the media. And they need to get the work done. Her work as municipal councilor consists of passing by-laws, attending to details like road repairs, advocating, meeting community organizations and being involved in on-going council work.  

Leibovici ended on an action-oriented note, by talking about how people can make a difference. Here are her suggestions: Vote and bring a friend along to vote. Join a party. Campaign. Write letters to editors/politicians. Make phone calls. Make your voice be heard. Attend public hearings. If you have a compelling case on an issue bring it to the notice of politicians. They do conduct research. Collect money for a candidate or donate. 

Join a special interest group. Lobby. Treasure the democracy we have and work to improve it. Don’t let cynicism triumph. Involve youth. 

A lively and wide-ranging discussion followed. Most of those present had had experience in international development organizations. Proportional representation was suggested as one way to help women candidates and establish a fairer election process.

Calgary

In Calgary the public event was held at a central location at the University of Calgary. Around 50 people attended. I also met Faculty members interested in gender/South Asia/governance issues, including Dr. Jack McDonald, the Director of International Development and Research at the International Centre and Dr Aradhana Parmar, Professor, Faculty of Communication and Culture. She got my speech and slides photocopied and said that she would use it for a course she taught on development issues. She also said that she would order a copy of the film. 

Aradhana took me under her wing and drove me out to see Ghost Lake, on the outskirts of Calgary. We drove straight towards the mountains in order to get a view of the frozen lake, stopping to eat ice cream in a small town en route. The day ended with a home-cooked meal at her house.

I also visited the Indo-Shastri Institute, the Alberta Network of Immigrant Women and the India Canada Association and had good exchanges with these organizations.

Lethbridge

The visit to Lethbridge was possibly the most successful aspect of the tour in terms of the sheer number of people who were exposed to the issue here. I was interviewed by the local newspaper and local cable TV station. The tour was very ably organized by Louella Cronkhite of USC Canada’s Prairie office. Cronkhite spoke about USC Canada’s adolescent development program for Bangladeshi girls, which was a good fit with my presentation.  

Blood Indian Reserve

The visit kicked off with a visit to the Blood Indian Reserve (Blackfoot Nation) in the outskirts of Lethbridge, where we were warmly received. We drove through yellow fields to the Reserve, with the butte-like Big Chief Mountain on the horizon. The Reserve grows a special kind of grass commercially, Cronkhite informed me. 

Out first stop was the Kainai High School where we also had lunch. Then we went to the Red Crow College, a historic building which had once been a residential school. Both events were very well attended (35 and 50 adolescent and mature students and faculty respectively). The interest in the issue at the latter institution was especially high, perhaps because the issue of political representation in Canada is so important for native people. The students at Red Crow College are learning about their own traditions. 

The teacher there promised to order and show a copy of the video from which we showed a clip. She also asked for and received information on the dalits in India, which she said she would share with her class. The dalits are among the most marginalized, “low caste” people in India who are gaining ground through an affirmative action policy of the Indian government and through their own organizing efforts.

I was really happy that we went to the Reserve. It was important to make that connection, one that international development NGOs do not always get around to making.

Lethbridge University

About 35 people including members of Faculty attended the next event held at Lethbridge University. There was strong participation from the Women’s Studies Department and the head of the department told me later that the panel presentations had greatly inspired her students. She and the Indo-Canadian Assistant Professor – Neena Acharya – who had organised the event, promised to order the film and use the talk material with their students in the future. Another good feature of this event was that along with Cronkhite, and me the panel featured Melanie, a young NDP Federal candidate who is active in student politics, alongside Cronkhite and myself. 

In her presentation, Melanie touched on a host of issues: the low levels of funding available for promoting women in politics, including the funding cuts to such organizations like Status of Women Canada; the backlash against feminist organizations; the feminization of poverty. When women enter a profession in large numbers it tends to get devalued. Political parties are gatekeepers to women’s political participation and as such they should be the focus of activism. The NDP does have an affirmative action policy and pays some attention to issues like minimum wage, childcare, which primarily affect women. 

Women tend to enter the political fray only if they are approached to do so. This is borne out by her own experience. There is an initiative called One Woman One Vote run by the local branch of the YWCA which aims to demystify the arena of political action. From her own research she found that women start out in politics by becoming involved with school boards or local councils, and this can then become the springboard for at higher level politics.  

In the discussion that followed, I was asked what were the similarities between the situation in India and Canada. I replied that there was a great need for training and capacity building of women so they can become more confident about entering and winning in politics. In terms of socialization, and the public perception of women in politics, there is work to be done in changing attitudes through public education, both here and there. Melanie added that we need to employ gender-neutral language. Changing a male-oriented and male-dominated society was seen as a key issue.

Funding cuts to women’s groups were seen as a big problem. Bringing young women into the picture, both in terms of feminist values and political participation, was seen as a worthwhile challenge to take on. Native women’s involvement in politics was seen as somewhat better than that of other Canadian women. They were seen as playing significant political roles in their communities. 

Lethbridge City Hall 

The next morning Cronkhite and I went to the Lethbridge City Hall where I was given a tour of the place by councilor Barbara Lacey. This was followed by a meeting attended by the other woman councilor at Lethbridge - Bridget Pastoor as well as Carol Williams, Assistant professor at the department of History and the Women’s Studies Program at the University of Lethbridge, Camilla Dumont, a native woman teacher and community activist, and Shirley DeBow, Chancellor at the University of Lethbridge. 

We started with a round of introductions. Camilla Dumont is presently working on social housing issues. Carol Williams is a specialist in native women in America. She is currently involved in a project to take a group of native women storytellers on a Canadian tour. She said that she wanted to promote the voices of these women who are community and political activists as well. 

Barbara Lacey started out as a doctor in the United Kingdom. After immigration, apart from a part-time career as a GP, she found herself volunteered to several local committees working on social issues. After retirement people urged her to join local government, which she did. “Now I have new issues to work on, like water and sanitation, in addition to the earlier ones,” she says.

Like Lacey, Shirley DeBow has worked on many local committees. Both were active on the issue of providing subsidized childcare, a service that did not exist when they first started working. 

Bridget Pastoor started out raising children. After her marriage broke up, decided to nursing, specifically gerontology. She got involved in politics through campaigning and decided to stand for elections. “I love politics,” she said.

Pastoor and Lacey were of the opinion that older women are more likely to enter politics, once their children grow up. They also felt that men were more relaxed about their wives entering politics at that age, perhaps because their marriage is more established, and they have greater trust. Both felt that it was partly men’s negative attitudes and family pressures that were among the factors restricting women in politics.  

There was consensus that women need training and capacity development to enter politics. I suggested that groups across Canada, who have been working on the women and politics issue, need to share their experiences. It seems that some of the work is happening in relative isolation. 

The talk turned to the under representation of native issues in mainstream politics. “People living on the Reserves hardly vote off the Reserves,” said Dumont. Pastoor said that politicians needed to approach native communities on their home ground. She gave the example of meeting the Indian Blood Reserve Council face-to-face, on a certain issue. “Our council approached the issue very differently from there’s, but at least we talked,” she said.

If a native person does get elected they get mixed messages. One the one hand they are told that they have “sold out”; on the other, they have the burden of helping their family and community. She also spoke about the high cost of election campaigning today. “It’s no longer just knocking on doors. You have to use phones, e-mail, and this adds to the cost.”    

Regina

The Regina event was titled “Women and local governance: challenges and successes.” It featured five speakers. There were welcome remarks by Hon. Deb Higgins, Minister Responsible for Status of Women, while I delivered the keynote presentation. The local speakers were Marilyn McKee, Board of Directors, Federated Cooperatives, Ltd., Erica Beaudin from the Saskatchewan First Nation’s Women’s Council and Sharron Bryce, the only woman on the Regina City Council. The venue was a big, high-ceiling room at the Royal Canadian Legion, with a large portrait of a youthful Queen Elizabeth smiling down, rather appropriately, on the gathering.

The event was attended by about 45 diverse women (and one native man), including members of a local diaspora group called Daughters of Africa. I was interviewed by CBC Radio in Regina. The event was well organized, with the Saskatchewan Council for International Council in the lead and Match International Centre, World University Services of Canada, Growing Communities and Nations and Daughters of Africa, co-sponsoring. Childcare was provided. It was funded by the Status of Women, Saskatchewan.

The event was inaugurated with a welcome speech by (Hon.) Debra Higgins, Minister of Labour and responsible for the Status of Women. 

Commemorating International Women’s Day, Higgins said that it had become synonymous with women’s achievements, struggles and aspirations for equality. An increasingly global economy she must be countered with an increasing global humanitarianism. “As women in the western hemisphere, we must make links with women in other parts of the world – to not only learn from each other, but to help one another.”

She quoted the 2000 Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey which said that women accounted for 46 per cent of people with paid employment in the province.  The highest increase in the employment rate was for women with children under the age of six - from 33 per cent in 1976 to 68 percent in 2000. 

Women were also moving into decision-making roles, she said.  According to the report Workplaces That Work – recently released by all of the Federal/Provincial/Territorial Ministers Responsible for the Status of Women at the annual forum – firms where women hold the majority of senior executive positions showed the largest sales growth.  While the average sales growth where men were predominant was 13 per cent, for women it was 23 per cent.  That was an impressive difference. Many women, however, still faced barriers to achieving success and there was much to be done so that women can reach their full potential and enjoy full participation in society.

The provincial government was working with the community to address women’s equality issues. Last fall they released the Action Plan for Saskatchewan Women. The Minister urged everyone to get a copy of the plan, as well as a resource entitled Government Initiatives Responding to Women’s Issues.  Both documents could be downloaded from www.swo.gov.sk.ca The Action Plan outlined 57 new priority actions.  The initiatives document listed numerous programs and services from all government departments and Crown Corporations.  

Marilyn McKee, Board of Directors, Federated Cooperatives Ltd., said that marrying a farmer had been an education in and of itself. She and her husband run a third generation farm with a cow and calf operation. Male salesmen would look skeptical when she ordered farming equipment and chemicals, but it worked when she flashed her chequebook. 

She was approached to run for the Cooperative Board and she accepted thinking that she had something to contribute. She felt quite comfortable with the all male group; it was they who experienced discomfort thinking that they could no longer joke and talk freely as they had done in the past. McKee told them to treat her like any other human being.

The Federated Cooperatives Ltd. was the next step. A Board member was retiring and her name came up. She has spent five enjoyable years in that position, though there have been challenges. Juggling domestic and Board responsibilities is chief among them. Her husband and children sometimes do her chores and instead of feeling guilty she views this as helping them grow. She has taken various training courses which have helped a lot.

The Board concedes that women do look at things differently. “So go out and do it. Look to community women for support,” says McKee. She admits that it is important to learn from women’s experiences worldwide. 

Erica Beaudin from the Saskatchewan First Nation’s Women’s Council has worked hard, with many other native women along and before her, to get formal recognition and space for women on First Nations Councils. She argued that better women’s representation was beneficial for native people as a whole, not just for women. Her argument was also supported by the traditional way of doing things. 

The status of native women in politics is somewhat better than other Canadian women; they have had about 27 per cent representation which is higher than the Canadian national average for women in local government – 21 per cent. Besides that, First Nations women have always contributed to community issues. They have often focused on basic needs like water. Here she sees some parallels with the situation in India.

 “Women elders have been my greatest teachers,” she said. “ And Saskatchewan is one of the most powerful voices on treaty issues. I believe we have to be treaty-based.” The women elders taught her to embody kindness and respect, to walk alongside men, not overpower them. 

There are challenges. There are conflicts between individual and collective rights. Some of the older native women in fact resist change, as they have benefited from the old way of doing things. But there are signs of change. “Our men won’t go against women’s and women chief’s decisions anymore,” said Beaudin. 

Sharron Bryce, Regina City Councilor said that her Irish, immigrant parents had encouraged her to go out act and make changes. Bryce, who is a nurse, lost her first election by 12 votes, but decided to contest again. She was one of four women contestants. She finds it disheartening that she is the only woman on Council. “The men on Council are very human. So I encourage you to contest!” she said. A devoted mother, she feels the younger generation is much more confident. Her own daughter is trying to decide between being a doctor, astronaut or the prime minister! 

Winnipeg

The Winnipeg events were sponsored by the Manitoba Council for International Cooperation (MCIC) and co-facilitated by Professor Raj Dhruvarajan of the University of Manitoba, a long-time associate of SAP Canada. The event directed at the South Asian Canadian community was held at the India School of Dance, Music and Theatre and attended by about 35 people, including South Asian Canadian academics and community members. 

Dr. Dhruvrarajan introduced SAP Canada and myself. He said that the structural adjustment policies in India had increased the gap between rich and poor. The challenge was to redistribute resources as well as power.  Both resided right now with the wealthy. Non-government organization’s (NGOs) were a potent force in this regard and the SAP network had an important role to play.

I started my presentation by talking about the SAP system in South Asia, and the 

explosion of NGO activity in the region, stressing the important educational role played by this sector. My presentation on the impact of the quota system in India was followed by a film clips from the video film the Daughters of the 73rd Amendment.

A wide-ranging and informed discussion followed covering topics such as the Indian education system - public and private, the lower literacy rate for women, the Indian government’s affirmative action policy for the lowest castes, the need for a women’s quota at higher levels of government, the plight of displaced rural immigrants to Indian cities (street children, slum proliferation, girls being used as sex workers)

I explained that the presence of women in the Indian parliaments was about 8 per cent.  There is a bill introduced to have a quota system for women in parliament, but it has been defeated two or three times. The reservation for women in local government is seen as a training ground for women to graduate to higher levels of politics. Women have been less effective in urban local government. The urban municipalities have more money, hence more power, and are more implicated in the party system. The stakes are higher so it is also harder for women to enter and be effective. 

There are huge disparities between rural and urban populations, especially with regard to education of girls. If you go to rural sectors, the state of Bihar for example, girls are still kept away from school. There is a higher dropout rate for girls. However, if you look at global figures, more women are graduating with higher education than men.

The presentations resumed after a refreshment break. I asked Janice Hamilton of Manitoba Council for International Cooperation (MCIC) to describe their work. Hamilton said that the MCIC as an umbrella organization of groups involved in international development. There are 

35 member organizations.  They coordinate some public awareness/engagement activities and administer the Manitoba Government Matching Grant Program, which assists MCIC member’s overseas projects  

I urged people to keep in touch through our website and e-mail. People continued to talk and network after the formal discussion ended. The next day I met around 8 faculty members interested in the issues and/or the South Asia region at the University of Manitoba. The final event on the tour was organized by the MCIC and took place at the elegant University Women’s Club of Winnipeg. This beautiful building was built in 1914 along the banks of the Assiniboine river. 

Only a handful people attended this event, but as in Windsor, this was a very enthusiastic audience. My presentation was followed by many questions. The audience also had a chance to talk about their work and interests. 

Gisele has been involved in women’s organizations and is an anti-poverty activist. She was also part of the provincial council of women in Canada.  She found the presentation exciting. She said that 25 years ago, in the French community of Winnipeg, women, started a parent/child center, with activities on a regular basis, to keep French culture alive. These women learned leadership skills, and 15 years later, some of them went back into the work force, to become directors of programs in communities. It was interesting to see how these people have developed. 

Mary Scott is president of the UNIFEM Winnipeg chapter.  She also belongs to the University Women’s Club of Winnipeg, is a member of the International Federation of University Women, and is on the ‘Status of Women’ committee. Women from India are involved in this as well.

Les is a retired government worker and a member of the Manitoba Naturalist Society. He loves the outdoors. He had heard of the event through his wife Helen. Helen said that she was involved with MATCH International and working with groups at the grassroots level.  She also takes part in KAIROS, an ecumenical initiative for justice.  She said that she was very excited to have been there and heard the success stories.

A young woman participant said that she was involved in environmental advocacy and education, and that she was also involved with the Western Canada Wilderness Committee. She had a degree in International Development Studies. Environment is inseparable from other areas, such as women, poverty and other issues, she said. 

This brought us to the end of the event. The next morning I visited the office of a SAP Canada member organization in Winnipeg – Canadian Lutheran World Relief. I flew home that afternoon – tired but happy that my tour had gone so well.    

A RESERVATION POLICY FOR WOMEN IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT

A presentation by Veena Gokhale, Program Manager (India), SAP Canada

· The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment provides a new thrust to women seeking an active role in public life. The 73rd Constitutional amendment (1993) provides for direct elections every five years to local bodies (panchayats) at three levels - village, taluka and district, and empowers them to assume development responsibilities for their electorate.  Through these amendments women have a quota of one-third of all seats in these bodies and a third of the offices of leadership in them.  Historically disadvantaged castes and tribal communities have been guaranteed proportionate representation in these bodies. 

Background

The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts (1992-93) reserves 33 per cent of seats for women in the three tiers of government. While it has taken some time to implement, the net result of this ground breaking legislation has been that an estimated one million women are currently in local government in India, and over five million women have had some experience of local politics in the last ten years. SAP Canada has supported a three-year project in five South Asian countries, including India, to encourage women’s empowerment through participation in local governance.   Ms Gokhale said that her presentation was based on the research of a colleague, Dr Bidyut Mohanty, from a partner organization in India – the Institute of Social Sciences (ISS), as from a Canadian-funded workshop that SAP Canada and ISS held in New Delhi, in October 2003, on the impact of the amendments on women’s empowerment in India.

The 73rd and 74th Amendments 

Local government in India has a three-tier structure. At the lowest level is the panchayat, a centuries old, village level, self-governing institution, that progressively lost power with the establishment of British rule in India. In 1992-93, the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments started a process of devolution and grassroots democracy by revitalizing the role panchayats have in government. Panchayats were given constitutional recognition and responsibility (although not necessarily the funding) for a range of issues including resource management, family planning, education and health. The most striking feature of these amendments was that they allocated 33 per cent of seats in the rural and urban local government to women. Other disadvantaged, low-caste groups were also granted a percentage of seats. This latter quota is for men and women. Thus women, and women from marginalized communities, and not just privileged women, gained a voice in these institutions, for the first time.

Another innovative change was that the 73rd Amendment recognized a body called the gram sabha, which is akin to a village assembly. This body has to have input in panchayat decision-making. While not perfect in practice, the gram sabha is open to anyone on the village electoral roll and provides a mechanism for the wider community to have a voice in panchayat decisions. 

Impact of the amendments on women’s status

Women’s participation in local government can best be understood within the context of a ‘continuum of empowerment’.  For some, including women in purdah (veil) and low caste women, just attending the panchayat meetings -is a big step forward. Others, including very marginalized women, have taken their participation much further to become activists for women. These women are powerful role models for others. The sheer numbers that have been elected (one million each term) provide visibility and participation for women in government.

Issues addressed by women representatives within the panchayat are varied and include local issues such as health, education, housing, sanitation, water and roads. Some elected women have reported that they were able to help women deal with family problems including spousal abuse as their position allowed them to play a role in conflict resolution. Others were able to make an outstanding contribution in specific areas such as campaigning for the education of girls and protesting against the custom of purdah (the custom of purdah in many Hindu and Muslim cultures restrict women’s freedom of movement and decision making).

Critiques

There are various critiques about the process of empowering women in India through participation in local governance. Some critics have claimed that these women representatives are merely ‘proxy women’ who are in practice controlled and manipulated by men in the family and have no real voice of their own. These critiques however are too simplistic. In particular, they do not sufficiently allow for the fact that politics itself is a very gendered space and construct. The critiques analyse women in terms of their ‘deficiencies’ rather than allowing for the fact that women may have different ways than men, of getting their work done. The relationship of male family members with the elected women can be controlling, but is also at times collaborative and consensual. It must also be remembered that men in politics rarely act autonomously. It has been observed that women tend to gain autonomy as they gain political experience. More generally, women have to work with and through a bureaucracy that is overwhelmingly male, sometimes corrupt, and often disdainful of women representatives. This environment can be a barrier to effective participation.

Enabling Factors and Innovations

Women continue to face many constraints to their participation in local government. These constraints include lack of experience, illiteracy, family responsibilities, restrictive social norms, lack of an enabling environment, violence, including family violence triggered by their new position, harassment and character assassination. A few women have even lost their lives as a consequence of becoming active in local politics. 

Despite these constraints, recent research shows that family members, including husbands, and especially female family members, are often supportive of these women representatives. (It needs to be noted that many rural Indian women live in extended families.) Prohibitions around women’s participation in public life are slowly diminishing and this change is expected to accelerate over time. Some of these women have stood for re-election, including from unreserved seats, and won. Some now aspire to higher levels of political office as their confidence and understanding of government increases.  

Some enabling factors for women elected representatives includes the work of civil society groups, who are providing training and support, as well as the extensive existence of women’s self-help groups. India’s thriving NGO sector allows various synergies to develop that enable progressive social change. Training provided by NGOs also helps. Research shows that where social or environmental movements interact with women elected representatives, the women do much better. This finding does not diminish the fact that women continue to face major constraints in participating in local government. Rather, it further emphasizes that these constraints are easier to address within a supportive, enabling environment, including the active involvement of NGOs and social movements. (Read on for a taste of audience participation)

Audience Participation

Q: Where did the concept of the quota system come from?
A: The National Commission for Women in India. They were involved in advocating on this issue, and suggested different planning measures to improve the status of women.  The quota system (of 33%) was recommended in the 1985 Towards Equality Report. Rajeev Gandhi, the then PM, then helped to implement this process.

Q: Women councilors aren’t paid? So the men aren’t either?

A: No, neither are the men. No one is paid at the local government level, but they get small allowances, for travel etc.

Q: Would the women have an interpreter?  I’m curious about the panchayat system – is it a circle, a meeting?

A: It’s an elected body of people in the village and works like a local government. They also have a budget that they have to work within.  They meet, make decisions, and plan for the community, depending on their resources. The 73rd amendment has given them 23 areas to work on.

Q: What about democracy in India before colonialism?
A: The common view is that villages were largely left alone, only the king and principalities changed. There is continuity in traditions in how villages are organised because the villages were not interfered with much. Five wise men, or the panchayat, formed the decision-making body. So villages were somewhat democratic, maybe a bit oligarchic and yes they were male dominated. Decision-making was more consensual/ communal. 

Q: Was there an awareness of sustainability – in terms of water and the environment?


A: In rural areas there was. Water, land, forest – people worked together to preserve these resources. They practiced mainly subsistence agriculture. Then the economy moved towards capitalism. Many people who are more rooted do not fall easily into capitalist exploitation of land/ natural resources. They may be left with few choices in India today. There is a large environmental movement in India and a growing environmental awareness, but there is also much capitalist development. 

Q: Has the panchayat system been organized in larger communities?

A: The 74th Amendment governs urban India, that is municipal government in towns and cities.  But it is not as successful in terms of participation, including women’s participation, because of party/power politics, more money and corruption. It has worked in some urban places, and politicized people, but the 73rd Amendment, which governs rural India, has been more successful, partly because of already existing communal structures.

Q: What is the population of a typical village?
A: I am not sure. I’d assume it could be anywhere from 500 to 5,000 people.

Q: What was the representation of women prior to this?
A: Close to zero. In some cities and towns there are a few women councilors.  At the parliamentary level women hold about 8% of the seats. In the state governments, there is some representation, but it is low.


Q: They did this in France, with a 50% quota, but there was some backlash.
Comment: This was at the parliamentary level though, not local.  Very strange, how this operates.  [In Canada] we have local governments, but they are paid through taxes.

Myself: In India the 33% quota was chosen, because that number amounts to a critical mass and can have an impact. I believe research has shown this.

Comment: I went to the World Social Forum in Mumbai.  A friend invited us into an invigorating human rights exercise.  They visited communities where there were many challenges for women. To us it was a shock, as many human rights violations were documented, through the dowry system and women being killed.

Q: Were charges ever laid for the crimes against the elected women? (I had spoken about this in my presentation.)


A: Charges yes, but I’m not sure of the outcomes. Sometimes justice prevails. Many women’s groups take on the dowry system – they protest outside the homes of those who burn their brides. Laws have been enacted against it too. Some universities have campaigns to eradicate the dowry system. Like students will sign pledges not to give or take dowry. The amount given in dowries is different in different communities, and in different parts of India, but in the middle class and above, the expected amount increases. 

Q: Is infanticide connected to the dowry system?

A: Yes and no. People partly don’t want daughters because they will have to pay dowries for them later on, but also because the status of women in general is low and they are not valued. Also daughters leave home and live with their in-laws, the sons have to look after ageing parents. So they may kill daughters at birth. But this can also be done by abjectly poor people because they really have no means to support them. Some middle class families use ultrasound tests and if the foetus is female, go for an abortion. It’s also a reflection of how people have been raised, the attitudes of particular families and ethnic groups. Not all sons look after aging parents; some daughters may do that too. According to tradition you need a son to light the Hindu funeral pyre. That’s another reason for wanting sons, but everyone is not equally religious.

Q: Is this connected to religion?

A: Hinduism is a pluralist religion, so it depends on your tradition, and to what extent you follow it. It used to be that some women were burnt at the funeral pyre, at the death of the husband, in some parts of India, during certain periods in history. This was banned in the late 1800’s, through indigenous social reform and British influence. Hinduism is no worse in its treatment of women than many other world religions. The customs that keep women down are more cultural than religious practices. 

Q: [This was a reference to a successful woman councilor, portrayed in the video film excerpt that screened at the event. Refer to the box at the end for more details about the film.)] That was an exciting example of Fatima Bee.  Do you find that she and others like her are making a real difference, particularly noting her economic situation? (

A: The Amendments have heralded a silent revolution – as per some of the academics and activists. Usually the elected women councilors are quite motivated. What will happen in ten years or in three generations? In the Southern state of Kerala, the policy is that 10 percent of panchayat budgets should go to women’s projects.  Some NGOs are giving training in the use of tools like gender budgeting. So it’s a very encouraging situation on the whole. 

Q: Can the panchayat system be extended, supported at the national level?

V: The 73rd and 74th amendments exist, and are not going away. The government is not doing enough, but training and capacity building are continuing, especially through NGO’s. One of the Western Indian states has two support networks for women.  There are annual conferences and refresher courses. The Amendments are for local government only, though. There have been unsuccessful attempts to introduce the quota system at the central government level. 

Q: Does this 33% vote as a block, and come together themselves?

V: There is not a lot research on that yet. Research has been conducted more on particular districts in various states and looks at what kind of women are participating (age, income, etc).  Participation improves when more women are visibly involved.  The minute you go to the higher levels, everything becomes less personable than in the villages. 

SAP Canada brought an educated middle class woman councilor to Canada for a conference on local government and gender equity. She also saw initiatives here like the ‘safe-city’ program in Montreal, and when she went back she held a meeting with all the women staff in her municipality as part of the celebrations for International Women’s Day. They spoke about sexual harassment in the work place. The issue was taken up for the first time and now the women know there is support for them if such a thing happens. So women have come together as a group in many places, through the political process. However, I’m not sure if that affects voting or not.  

Q: There are many languages in India as well!

V: Yes, 19 official languages! There is great diversity; for example, someone living in a town in the Himalayas has a very different life from someone from a coastal city.  

Q: Do elected women make a difference?

A: Yes, in many ways. One e.g. – fomer PM Indira Gandhi - she introduced legal abortion in India.

Q: Is that holding?

A: Yes, but some people use this right to get rid of their girl children! 

Q: What about Hindu fundamentalism? Hinduism in my mind is always very pluralistic, accepts outside influences and tolerant. There is now a very violent Hindu fundamentalism. Why?

A: There is a rise of right wing groups all over the world.  Extremist fundamentalism is completely against the spirit of Hinduism.  It is also very self-serving, seen in the examples of notions of converting the poorer people. Conversion does not actually exist in Hinduism, but has recently been instituted to bring more people in. Twelve per cent of India is Muslim. Politicians create these policies that divide, they create what’s called “vote banks” to preserve their influence. These fundamentalist groups do a good job of brainwashing people.  

Q: Power = control: John Ralston Saul.  It’s a bit of yin/yang – where democracy will eventually get back in swing. I’m hopeful, Canada is doing pretty good right now – the people still have much power in Canada.  I’m very hopeful for democracy in Canada.

V: Indian democracy is fairly vibrant, and civil society is strong. There is a ‘Right to Information Act’, and public interest litigation. India is always a country of contending forces and the political spectrum is very diverse.

V: Is there a vibrant civil society [in Manitoba]?

Audience: In Manitoba the first vote for women was in 1919. Aboriginal women did not have the vote until 1960. Many groups have been around since the 1800s, and there are also newer ones surfacing.

(Read on for information on the video documentary – Daughters of the 73rd Amendment - and how to order a copy.)


Daughters of the 73rd Amendment 


A 55-minute video documentary, with English subtitles


Original language: Hindi





This film consists of three intimate portraits of elected women local government representatives from India. The three women are socially and/or economically disadvantaged in one way, or another. The first, Gundia bai, is rural, poor, illiterate, and from the lowest caste in Indian society. She lives in a village in the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh. The second, Sudha Patel, is blind, though educated and middle-class. She lives in a town in the relatively prosperous, Western Indian state of Gujarat. The third, Fatima Bi, is Muslim, a lower-middle class housewife, from the Southern state of Andhra Pradesh. She wears the veil. None of these women have worked in the public sphere, before they got elected, thanks to the quota system for women in local government, in India. 





The film talks of their struggles and achievements and tries to provide some context for their work and lives. For e.g. it is not easy for Gundia Bai to carry out her duties in a context controlled by higher caste men. But she carries on regardless. The film ends by situating the problems faced by these elected women within the larger context of the need for the empowerment of the average Indian woman. It shows one possible “solution” or process that is in use - the formation of self help groups to raise women’s awareness and bring them together to act in solidarity.





This film is made by the Institute of Social Sciences (ISS) Delhi, an Indian NGO who works on local governance issues, among others. ISS has done extensive research and advocacy on the gender and local governance issue in India. Check them out at


� HYPERLINK "http://www.issin.org/cgi-bin/default.cgi" ��http://www.issin.org/cgi-bin/default.cgi�


You can also check out South Asia Partnership’s evolving gender and governance section on their website at 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.sapcanada.org/south_asia.html" ��http://www.sapcanada.org/south_asia.html�





Ordering information


You can order a NTSC, VHS Format from Berkeley Sanjay of Heritage America. Cost for institutions is $45.00 (US) and for individuals is $20.00 (US). The cheque can be made out for the equivalent amount in Canadian dollars. Please add in the amount of $US 4.00, for regular mailing cost. (For first class mail rates please contact Berkeley Sanjay)


You need to make the cheque out to Heritage America and mail it to�2921, 10th Street, #4�Santa Monica, CA 90405





The estimated delivery time from the receipt of the cheque is approximately 5 business days. I suggest you e-mail Berkeley Sanjay at � HYPERLINK "mailto:hafilms@yahoo.com" ��hafilms@yahoo.com� if you plan to order the film so he can send you an invoice etc.


His phone no. is 1-310 666-5244
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