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Name of the project

Bikaspur Tribal village

Type of project

Integrated Tribal Development Project.

Location 

Bikaspur Village in Ganjam District, Orissa

Scale of intervention

Overall sustainable development of the entire village
Reason for documentation 

As expressed by Gram Vikas
The chief concern of Gram Vikas has always been to work for the empowerment and development of Tribal Villages.  This village is a typical example of Gram Vikas’ ITDP programme activities. The long history of about 20 years of interaction with this village brings out all the experiments and struggles that Gram Vikas has had in dealing with Tribal Development issues. It has been one of the first Tribal villages that gram Vikas began working with.  Till date the development efforts have not reached completion and there is a still lot more that Gram Vikas wishes to accomplish. 

As seen by the team
The village at Bikaspur is an excellent example of how a poor community with absolutely no resources can still achieve their dream of having a stable and well-planned house with all other amenities such as a private toilet and piped water right into their homes.  It brings out Gram Vikas’ role of organizing the people, educating them on their rights and helping them build their own habitats, which they could only dream of.  Moreover, it proves that if people collect together in a united effort they can bring about a change in their living conditions.

About the project



Background

The tribal village of Bikaspur lies at the foothills of the Kerandimal mountain range and is the biggest village in Kerandimal.  The inhabitant tribal of the Badiga, Notraput and Sangakoranjai tribes are the indigenous people who were living in the mountains since many generations.  With the stringent forest policies imposed by the Government of India after independence, they had to leave their ancestral forestland and come down and settle on the foothills of the mountains.  They settled down in a close community but were soon engulfed in all kinds of social evils such as alcoholism.  Having lost their livelihoods they were exploited by the bigger powers in the place.  Their lands were mortgaged by the local landlord or ‘sahookar’.  For a long time they were living in abject poverty.  Their chief occupation was small agricultural practices and selling of fire wood.  Life in general was very difficult.  They practiced the ‘slash and burn’ or ‘shifting’ cultivation, which involved the unsustainable use of a patch of land for cultivation and harvesting for a few times and then leaving it unproductive and barren. Due to a practice like this, they were facing a shortage of cultivable land within easy access.  They had to travel 6 to 7 kilometers to sell their firewood, which was their only chief source of income.  There was no access to safe drinking water and no sanitation facilities.  All the people were below poverty line and the health and education scenario was very poor.

Intervention by Gram Vikas



When Gram Vikas intervened in this village in, their first task was to convince the people to form a common consensus on allowing Gram Vikas to initiate its Integrated Tribal Development Programme.  Gram Vikas believes that the holistic development of a village is not possible unless there is a collective and united effort made by the people. Which meant that all families in the village, without exception, had to be involved right from the beginning.  For this Gram Vikas had to prove their credibility.  This was not an easy job.  But, however with repeated efforts and interactions with the people Gram Vikas was finally able to get the people to sign up to the ITDP in 1979.

People’s participation

The first thing that Gram Vikas did was to organize the people into committees. Separate village General Bodies were formed for men and women.  These consisted of all the male and female heads of the household in the village.   These General bodies elected representatives of all sections of the village to form the Village Executive Committee with equal representation of men and women. This VEC was registered as a society, thus enabling the committee to become a legally recognized entity and facilitate its dealing with external agencies, especially government organisations. This committee consisted of a President, secretary and treasurer.  Sub committees were formed for managing different activities such as health, sanitation, education, water, social forestry etc.  A gaon sathi was appointed by Gram Vikas to ensure the smooth implementation of the programmes in the village.  The central aim was to help the people attain a holistic village development with help form Gram Vikas.
Health and Sanitation



Gram Vikas first intervened in the sector of health by providing drinking water and sanitation facilities.  They identified a well as a potential water source for the water tank that they erected.  Soon they began organizing funds for the construction of toilets.  For this purpose, they made each household contribute a thousand rupees towards the 5000 that were needed to construct one toilet unit per household.  The remaining 4000 rupees were granted by Gram Vikas.  A village corpus fund was formed with contributions form the villagers, with the better off paying more and the poor paying less as per their means.  The idea was that the people develop a sense of ownership for their toilets and use them properly if they have contributed in their construction.  102 toilets were constructed, one for each household, with some labour and material contribution form the people. The toilets were placed at the back of the house with a common space behind the houses where the sewage was led into the septic tanks.  Soon piped water was made available in these toilets and into the households, a luxury that the tribal could not even dream of.  Not even the rural rich had the facility of direct water supply in their houses.  It made life much simpler for them.  Especially for the womenfolk who previously had to fetch water from far away distances and did not have a secured privacy for bathing earlier in the open water sources.  This single act won over the people’s confidence.

Education



Soon, Gram Vikas initiated other activities. They helped form a Village Education Committee whose prime task was to ensure education of their children.  The VEC began the task to revive government school which was not functioning properly. A ‘gaon sathi’ or a village in charge was placed by Gram Vikas who had to teach the smaller children.  They have recently finished constructing a cyclone shelter cum community center which also acts as a classroom for the tuition classes. 

Earlier Gram Vikas insisted on imparting non-formal education which was more relevant to the tribal lifestyle.  But, it soon changed its stance and decided to introduce the mainstream system of mass education. Gram Vikas tries to revive as much as possible the traditional values and culture in their education endeavors.  For example, the traditional language of these people is the ‘Qui’ language.  It is dying out with the present generation. Gram Vikas is trying to teach a little bit of this language before it totally becomes obsolete.  

Housing and Infrastructure Development



The village sprawled on the foothills of Kerandimal.  The people had come and settled in an organized pattern. The dwellings were laid out in a series of rows with common streets between each row.  These streets were directly connected to the main approach road to the village.  Being tribal, they believed in a strong sense of community as against individuality and hence all the houses were constructed to almost look the same.   

Gram Vikas began intervention in the field of housing in the early 80’s. The village has 102 households, with a population of 425.  The land did not originally belong to the people.  A person form the neighboring Ramaguda village owned a large portion of the land.  However, he contributed the land as donation for development by way of issuing a community ‘patta’ or ownership title.  Which meant that the land now belonged to the community as a whole.  
Finance

A contract was signed with the village committee, which ensured 100% participation and helped define the roles of Gram Vikas and the Villagers.  
A lot of preparatory work had to be done before the actual construction began.  Since all the families were below the poverty line, finance for the whole activity had to be mobilized.  This was done by arranging a loan form the Housing and Development Finance Corporation.  Each household took a loan of 20 to 25 thousand rupees. This meant that each family was paying for their house on their own. Additional funding was also arranged form the DOEN Foundation. To enable the people to repay the loans, Gram Vikas made many livelihood and income generating options available to them.  
Planning
A standard Household Survey Format was formulated that helped record and understand the existing scenario.  Gram Vikas believes that the houses should be so planned that they respect the dignity of the individuals occupying them.  They analysed that for a joint family structure each house should be atleast a minimum of 450 square feet, with a living room, a bedroom, a kitchen, a toilet and bathroom with a common access, a front verandah and a back yard for outdoor cooking and cleaning.  This was originally how the people were living, except that they did not have a toilet.  And hence it was felt best to retain the existing planning and only upgrading the building technology and structural stability of the houses.  The planning policy of Gram Vikas has been to disrupt as little as possible of the existing lifestyle of the community by simply retaining the layout and only converting the existing buildings for a temporary structure to a permanent one.

Cost effectiveness
To reduce considerably the cost of construction, the people contributed labour and locally available material such as stone and rubble from the mountains.  Bricks from the Gram Vikas VSBK were used, which were much cheaper than the bricks available in the market, mainly due to the transportation cost involved.  Since, the trained engineers and supervisors were employed to carry out the construction, the need of a contractor as a middleman was eliminated. The villagers took upon themselves the task of monitoring and management of the construction.  Equal wages were paid to the men and women workers.  In the due course of the construction activity, 22 people from the village got trained as masons and are now earning between 70 to 110 rupees daily.  All these factors helped Gram Vikas achieve a construction cost as low as a hundred rupees per square feet of construction.  

Technology
Actual construction began in 1985 and went on up to 1989.  The construction began in a phase wise manner and till date Gram Vikas has only been able to complete the first phase with about 20 to 25 houses.  The rest of the village is still in its original state and the difference in the new and the old building can be easily seen.  Most of the houses were in wattle and with thatched roof.  Some houses had brick walls but they were mostly cracking with due to the poor construction and age.  Most of the roofs in corrugated GI sheets were blown away in the Super cyclone in 1999.  The new houses were however constructed in structurally stable techniques.  The foundation and plinth were filled with the rubble collected by the people form the mountains.  The walls and piers were made in 9 inches thick load bearing brick masonry.  The roof was made with a flat filler slab, using Mangalore roofing tiles as the infill material.  Common walls between the dwelling units helped reduce cost of construction too.  However, most of the brickwork is plastered as the villagers insisted that they wanted a house that complimented their idea of a complete and well-finished house.  Also, since the bricks of those times from the VSBK were not very uniform and even that many masons under training were employed, the people felt it necessary to cover up and finish the uneven brickwork.  Even in the case of the filler slabs, the people were not comfortable with the Mangalore tiles being exposed form below and feared that the tiles would pry loose and fall on their heads.  Hence, it was decided to plaster the slab from below too for the satisfaction of the inhabitants of the house. 

Gram Vikas has always faced the problem of finding an architect who would work with them for a long time. Since, the building are mainly constructed by engineers, the style of construction is very simple and minimalistic, to allow ease in the construction process. However in many cases the people have personalized their houses to reflect their taste and lifestyle.

Habitat development
The need for a multipurpose disaster proof community building for the village became critical after the cyclone.  Gram Vikas recently finished the construction of a Community Center cum Cyclone shelter of about 2200 square feet.  This was done entirely by Gram Vikas funds reserved for constructing Cyclone Shelter in all their ITDP villages.  It was inaugurated on 23rd Jan 2003 by the State Minister of Energy and Environment.  Occasions like this brings a sense of pride to the people and help bridge the gap between the people and the government. This building serves multiple functions such as a pre-school, a day school, as store and workspace for women, a training center, a hall for conducting village meetings and a place to gather on festive events. There is a separate room for storing grain, which acts as a grain bank as a provision for food security.

Since the village has an irregular electric supply, it was felt best to employ the gravity flow system of water collection and supply to ensure a regular water supply in the houses.  The water tank too was constructed largely by using the labour and materials available locally.

Generally, the Gram Vikas water tank and Cyclone shelter become landmarks and a symbol for the village’s development.

Maintenance
Maintenance is the responsibility of the village committee.  Maintenance funds are collected regularly to ensure the proper use and up keep of the facilities provided.  Inspection teams are organised who check if the services are functioning in a satisfactory manner. 

Sustainable Livelihood



In the initial years of Gram Vikas’ interventions it was noticed that the forests of Kerandimal were receding by about half a kilometer every year caused by commercial exploitation and unsustainable practices.  This was due to the Shifting cultivation practice that the villagers at the foothills practiced.  In order to prevent this, the villagers had to be introduced to alternate livelihood options or atleast other means of sustainable agricultural practices.  

The primary occupation of the people of Bikaspur was agriculture, selling of forest products such as fire wood or wage labour.  Gram Vikas introduced them to other options such as goat and bullock rearing, pond revitalization and pisciculture and masonry.  The people were organized in Self Help Groups and given assistance by various micro credit and micro finance schemes by way of linkages with banks. Currently papaya cultivation is one of the prime activities of the SHG.  Formation of women’s SHG has even empowered the women folk.  Previously they did not own the land for agriculture.  Now they own their lands because of the individual saving schemes.  Food security has been assured by the formation of grain banks and stores. 
The Gram Vikas Housing Policy was one of loan and livelihood.  Hence, it was of utmost necessity to enable the people to pay back the loans which they had taken for their houses.  Till date the repayment has been very good with not a single defaulter.   

Present situation



The people are currently satisfied with the development that they have achieved with the help of Gram Vikas.  They now have much more hope.  A few of their people are now working with the government or in private offices.  Many of their children are now admitted in the Konkia Residential School, which was also constructed by Gram Vikas a few kilometers from their campus. The positive initiatives in Bikaspur has led to the acceptance of Gram Vikas programmes in many other neighboring villages. 

Gram Vikas yet does not have an exit mechanism.  Which means that firstly they do not see their work in this village as complete.  Secondly, they are not sure how the village would sustain if Gram Vikas completely withdrew its support form them.    
Quotes form 

The village President, Mr. Mallick

The gaon sathi, Mr. Pabitro. Purno.
