EED CED documentation isfor educative purposes- for your reference and study only

The Times of India, Mumbai, 04 Nov 2007

Two chappatis per day

Freny Manecksha meets one of India's poorest tribes whose children make themselvesill by

eating raw bhindi to keep their hunger at bay

arvation deaths are headline grab-

s. But when an entire communi-

lives on the brink of starvation

through the year it rarely merits amen-

tion. Onesuch group, theMusaharsin Ut-

tar Pradesh light their chula once a day,
inthe evening, andlive on one meal .

Last month, when| visited aM usahar
tola (settlement) of some 25 familiesin
Barrachawar Block of Ghazipur in east-
ern UP, the families were waiting for the
males—the only earning members—to re-
turnwiththe daily wages. Rajmunna, one
of the women explained, "We have no
land. My family of eight is entirely de-
pendent on daily wages of around Rs 10
to Rs 25. We eat two chappatis per head.
A quarter kilo of dal must suffice for us
all. Occasionally we get some vegetables
like green peasthat we makeinto agravy"

Rajmunna describes her chronic
hunger asa"burningpit in the abdomen".
Sheisunabletowalk any distance with-
out getting breathl ess. Rinku, ateenager,
is noticeably ill and has been diagnosed
withTB of thebones. Shehasnot received
any treatment. The Musahars claim that
ahealthworker makestheroundsbut de-
mands Rs 10 per injection.

Things get grimmer in August and Sep-
tember whenthereislow demand for agri-
cultural labour. Thechulaisthenlit once
in two days. Basi (Ieftover) rotis are giv-
entothe childrenthenext morning. "We
haveto givethe children somethingto eat
because if thehunger pangs get too much
for themthey run into thefields and gob-
ble raw bhindi, which makes them ill,"
saysanelder, Ram Prasad Vanbasi. A 2003
study by a student of theIndian Institute
of Rural Management found that 90 per
cent of the Musahar children below six
suffer from malnutrition. Tuberculosis
and rheumatic fever are common.

There is no electricity in the tola. It
gets waterlogged every monsoon forcing
the families to shelter in the Block De-
velopment Office premises. Shiftingtheir
possessions is easy—all they own are
string charpoys, kitchen utensils and a
few tattered garments.

Oneof India'smost marginalised com-
munities, the Musahars live largely on
the banks of the Gandak and its tribu-
tariesin eastern UP and Bihar. They are
believed to be tribals evicted when the

Some say that the Musahars,
whom the British tagged as a
criminal community, get their
name from eating rats

British cleared forest lands. Small plots
givenin com ion were usurped by
powerful landlords. A project conducted
undertheP%%r/east AreaCivil Society p1rto-
ramme (a opment programme for
?ndl as estdistri cts? foundthat 60
per cent of Musaharswerelandless. Oth-
ersown waterl , infertileplots.
~_Theorigin of the community'sname
isinteresting. SomeMusaharsclaimitis
because they ate rats. But Ram Prasad
Vanbas saidthenamewasgivenbecause
of thetribe's practice of ferreting out
grainfromrats' burrows. They are often
stigmatised because of this association
withrats. Without tribal status, they have
nori ﬂhts to access forest produce: They
arebl _umeensg]andl ess). Mechanisation
of agriculture has meant fewer jobs.
nthe day | visited Barrachawar the
menhad gonetotrawl the of anear-
by village for afruit caled Ramdana,
which they sell for Rs40 per kilo. This
kind of work isvery labour-intensve. The
Musahars socia and political isolation
was heightened when the British tagged
them as acriminal community. In inde-
pendent India they have remained vul-
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nerable targets with the police forcing
them to do begaar or forced labour.

Kapil DeoKesri, aDditactivig, of the
Purvanchal Rural Development& Train-
ing Ingtitute recalls how in 1996 severa
members of the community had been
rounded up b% the police on trumped-up
charges and he had to intervene to get
them released. Conseguently, Musahars
haveagrezat fear of authority. Thisiswhy
they find it difficult to get Bdow Poverty
Line cards. Forced to away from upper-
castevillages, Musahar childrenwho at-
tend aremadeto sit ssparately.

Many do not even havethe neoesarﬁ
papersto vote. An important landmar
took placein May thisyear when, before
theUPé ections, twovoluntary bodies—
the Musahar Vikas Paha and Musahar
Manch—organised a dialogue between
the voiceless community and different
parties. All the candidatesacknowledged
the necessity of land reforms to
enable Musaharsto earn a decent liveli
hood. But it will take much morethat to
help these 'dalits of the ddlits in astate
ruled by adalit chief minister.



